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Abstract
In the early twentieth century, Eastern European Jewish women involved themselves in
New York City’s garment industry, both as employees and labor activists. While their efforts
created considerable change, some factories refused to bend to their demands. One such shop,
the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, had a devastating fire in 1911 that led to the deaths of over one
hundred of these young Jewish women. New York City’s palpable sorrow at the lives lost
exemplified the humanity of these women— that they were not just laborers, but daughters,
sisters, and friends. In this thesis, I analyze how Jewish American women’s religion, culture, and
values informed their experiences in the garment industry, finding that life at the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory was inextricably tied to the Jewish community of which its employees were a
part. I then discuss the impact of community on labor activism during the Shirtwaist Strike of
1909, ascertaining that community was a powerful tool in advocacy, but also rife with divisions.
The third chapter then takes these understandings of activism and social dynamics and applies
them to the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, finding that while camaraderie among workers was
essential to labor activism, it was not powerful enough on its own to reform working conditions
throughout the entirety of New York’s garment industry.
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Introduction
“I would be a traitor to these poor burned bodies if I came here to talk good fellowship. We have
tried you good people of the public and we have found you wanting. The old Inquisition had its
rack and its thumbscrews and its instruments of torture with iron teeth. We know what these
things are today; the iron teeth are our necessities, the thumbscrews are the high powered and
swift machinery close to which we must work, and the rack is here in the firetrap structures that
will destroy us the minute they catch on fire.
This is not the first time girls have been burned alive in the city. Every week I must learn of the
untimely death of one of my sister workers. Every year thousands of us are maimed. The life of
men and women is so cheap and property is so sacred. There are so many of us for one job it
matters little if 146 of us are burned to death.”2
Those were the words of Jewish labor activist Rose Schneiderman on April 2nd of 1911,
just four days after 146 garment industry workers were killed during the Triangle Shirtwaist
Factory Fire. Her words “we have found you wanting,” evoke the anguish of people like her,
who spent years struggling to reform working conditions so that this fire would not occur, and
yet it did. This fire represents those years of protests, what they did not achieve, and the
inspiration for further activism that came in its aftermath. Schneiderman said, “we have found
you wanting,” because the workers had already cried for the need to change, and they did not
find the support that they needed in order to make those changes. The workers appealed to the
broader community prior to the fire, but they did not receive the support necessary to pressure
the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory into creating safer working conditions for their employees.
Eastern European Jewish women like Schneiderman were at the heart of the labor
movement in early twentieth-century New York City. They toiled away at machines in garment
shops and chattered in Yiddish while they worked, all the while dealing with the injustice of poor
working conditions. So Jewish women rallied and went on strike, with some of their most
influential leaders being fellow Jewish women. When they were successful in reforming working
2

Jewish Women's Archive, “Rose Schneiderman's April 2, 1911 Speech,” viewed March 28, 2022,
https://jwa.org/media/excerpt-from-rose-schneidermans-april-2-1911-speech.
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conditions, Jewish women were some of the most jubilant, and when the movement suffered
great losses, they felt some of the greatest grief. When 146 girls died in the 1911 Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory Fire, many of them were Jews, and so the Jewish community mourned. That
is not to say that other immigrant groups did not feel the same triumph and pain as the Jewish
women, but in the case of New York’s early twentieth-century garment industry, Jewish women
in particular were wont to make their voices heard by unions and newspapers. Thus, the Jewish
people are inextricable to United States labor history, or at least New York’s labor history.
Understanding who they were and how their Judaism impacted their lives helps us to understand
the role of community in the garment industry.
Before I launch into my discussion of the significance of community in the history of
New York’s garment industry activism, I would like to take a moment to expand upon the
meaning of community for the purposes of this thesis. Community, in this thesis, is something
fluid and moldable, that adjusts situationally. It represents instances in which an individual feels
a connection to another individual or group of individuals, that helps them build a sense of
camaraderie or trust. Oftentimes, this feeling of community can be formed through shared
experiences. In this thesis, we can see a sense of community among Eastern European Jewish
immigrants for their shared heritage, and then Eastern European Jewish women share a bond
over both their shared heritage and gender. When we then include their factory work or union
membership, we see other spheres of influence in their lives that help them to form senses of
community that then allow for unity and action.
Because there are so many different spheres of influence in an individual’s life that
impact the relationships they build, community is something dynamic and intersectional, that has
more than one aspect that makes it powerful. The complexities of these interacting pieces of a
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person’s identity help to explain why those who share a bond in one area of their lives can be
divided because of other feelings of community in another area of their lives. For example,
Eastern European Jewish women and Italian women worked side by side at the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory and shared a bond because they were women and they labored at the same
factory. However, that did not necessarily mean that they were always included in each other’s
lives. A Jewish woman and an Italian woman could be friends from work who then were
excluded from each other’s union activism. That is because these women belonged to the same
community in one aspect of their lives—work, but then could find themselves pulled in other
directions by different aspects of their lives.
Due to the complexities of community, we will often find in this thesis that Eastern
European Jewish women in the garment industry and women in the garment industry from other
immigrant groups both belonged to the same community and to different communities at the
same time. This thesis focuses on how Judaism in particular impacted the activism and
experiences of Eastern European Jewish women, thus, my argument often focuses on how that
aspect of their lives led to feelings of camaraderie. This means that while Jewish women shared
experiences with other immigrant women that created a sense of community for them, I will still
come back to Eastern European Jewish heritage, centering on the effects of that aspect of
community on their lives. There are other angles from which to analyze activism among
immigrant groups in the early twentieth century New York garment industry, but I specifically
chose to focus on Judaism in my methods of analyzing how community played a role in this
period of activism. For example, Ruiz and Guglielmo both cite the importance of kin networks,
for Mexican and Italian women respectively, in descriptions of how these women built a sense of
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community. This is the focus that I have with Jewish women, seeing how the bond of being
Jewish impacted their activism
The role of the Jewish community in garment industry activism is important to history as
a discipline because it demonstrates how analyzing the role of community can provide deeper
insights into the dynamics of said activism. I use Judaism as a focal point because that is where
my own interests lay as a Jewish woman, but the role of the Jewish community provides so much
more information than simply how Jewish cultural and community dynamics affected the
garment industry. In analyzing the Jewish community, we get to see an example of how an
immigrant group’s experiences in their original country impact the ways in which they engage
with their new country. We also see how working alongside family members can impact factory
dynamics, as well as how belonging to a religious or cultural group can contribute to a sense of
community among workers that will help them in their activist journey, but also occasionally
hurt them too. In analyzing the Jewish community’s impact, we look at just one group and those
adjacent to them, but we also gain insights to the themes we should look for in understanding
how cultural dynamics affect other cultural groups and periods of activism.
In my literature review, I will provide an overview of topics relevant to the subjects
covered in each of my chapters. The first topic I will cover is the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory
Fire, which was a tragic yet galvanizing event in New York’s garment industry, that held a
significance to the Jewish community. Next, I will discuss a portion of the scholarly literature on
Jewish women in the labor movement, determining how the literature agrees that Eastern
European Jewish women were particularly apt to be activists due to their previous experiences.
Lastly, I will address a portion of the literature on strikes and class in the early twentieth century,
portraying the impact of divisions within the unions. Then I will summarize the literature upon
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which each of my chapters focuses. Finally, I will end with my contribution to the literature and
an introduction to the argument of my thesis.
The literature that I surveyed on the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire viewed the fire from
two angles, one being the fire’s relationship to the labor movement, and the other being the fire’s
impact on the Jewish community. Greenwald describes the fire as “one of those tragic events,
which rank high in the pantheon of labor history’s pivotal moments.”3 He brings up how the fire
inspired progressive reforms in the face of “the excesses of industrial capitalism,” which
emphasizes how he situates the fire in respect to broader United States history. Orleck agrees
with Greenwald’s focus on the activism piece of the fire, discussing how “The Triangle fire had
convinced Schneiderman and Newman that fighting for enforceable safety laws had to become
their top priority.”4 Schneiderman and Newman were both labor activism leaders, and thus this
statement illustrates how the fire inspired these people to shift their leadership towards the
specific goal of enforceable safety laws.
Meanwhile, Orleck also offers a slightly different perspective by illustrating both the
fire’s relationship to both labor activism and the Jewish community through telling stories of
how Jewish leaders in labor activism were affected by the fire. For example, Orleck relays that,
“Frantic with fear, Lemlich joined the hundreds of New Yorkers who searched among the
charred bodies for relatives. A newspaper reporter described her as convulsed by tears and
hysterical laughter when she finished her gruesome task without finding a cousin who she feared
was among the dead.”5 Lemlich was a prominent Jewish leader in labor activism, and so Orleck’s
telling of this story emphasizes the fire’s relationship to both labor activism, but also the Jewish
3

Richard A. Greenwald,“‘The Burning Building at 23 Washington Place’: The Triangle Fire, Workers and
Reformers in Progressive Era New York.” New York History 83, no. 1 (2002): 55,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23183517.
4
Annelise Orleck, Common Sense and a Little Fire: Women and Working Class Politics in the United States,
1900-1965 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1995), 130.
5
Orleck, Common Sense and a Little Fire, 66.
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community through Lemlich’s passionate reaction to discovering that her family member was not
dead. Nadell differs the most from Greenwald’s perspective, in that she focused heavily on the
fire’s relationship to the Jewish community. This lens coincides with Orleck, as she also
emphasized the impact on the Jewish community. Nadell focuses specifically on Lower East Side
grief, which was where the Eastern European Jewish immigrants lived. She states of those who
lived there, “For six hours, in a bone chilling rain, a hundred thousand workers…wound their
way through the streets in a mourner’s parade.”6 Nadell also cites reactions from the Jewish
newspaper, the Forward.7 This perspective on the aftermath of the fire emphasizes the Jewish
relationship to the factory because it focuses on Jewish mourning. Overall, the fire’s impact on
the Jewish community can be seen through looking at personal reactions to the fire, while
looking at the larger history of labor activism shows the fire’s impact on that area.
Bringing the women of Jewish community and the labor movement together, scholars
tend to agree that Eastern European Jewish women had a particular propensity for activism
during this time period. Katz and Orleck both reference Eastern European Jewish women’s
experiences in the old country as having informed their activist tendencies in the United States.
Katz mentions Jewish activist Fania Cohn, whose “revolutionary experiences in Russia, steeped
in Yiddish socialism, propelled her into fighting for unions, workers’ education, women’s
equality, and multiculturalism in the United States.”8 Orleck concurs, providing background
information on the lives of multiple Jewish women in activist leadership. She believes that
Jewish women were inspired by not only the political climate in Eastern Europe, but also the fact
that, “In traditional Jewish society, mothers were also entrepreneurs,”9 and thus these Jewish
6

Pamela S. Nadell, America’s Jewish Women: A History From Colonial Times to Today, (New York: W. W. Norton
& Company, Inc., 2019), 142.
7
Nadell, America’s Jewish Women, 142.
8
Daniel Katz, All Together Different: Yiddish Sociliasts, Garment Workers, and the Labor Roots of Multiculturalism,
(New York and London: New York University Press, 2011), 49.
9
Orleck, Common Sense and a Little Fire, 18.

10

advocates for reform were raised by skilled businesswomen. According to Orleck, Eastern
European Jews held “a belief that women were innately suited to competition in the economic
sphere,” which was in great “contrast to the image of the sheltered middle-class housewife then
dominant in the United States.”10 Together, Katz and Orleck provide examples of how old
country political experiences and cultural beliefs created an environment in which Jewish women
built up the knowledge and confidence necessary to make them comfortable with advocacy when
faced with unsafe and unjust working conditions.
Benton-Cohen and Kessler-Harris see this perceived aptitude for activism as an important
factor in the dynamics between Jewish women and non-Jewish women. Benton-Cohen illustrates
that to be a Jewish woman was to be a part of the most elite or desired group of activists. She
tells the story of Juliet Points, who changed her name to Poyntz “as a sign of solidarity, or to fit
in with her new radical crowd.”11 Poyntz did this because she wanted to be a part of the Jewish
women’s group, as she deemed them to be the group that she should belong to if she were to
create meaningful reforms. Kessler-Harris points to how this position of desirability, because of
their perceived aptitude, proved to create a divide between Jewish women and other activists.
Kessler-Harris states that “Jewish women thought they were superior unionists. They treated
non-Jews in the garment shops suspiciously, complaining, for example, that Polish women would
listen to their speeches quietly and then report them to the boss.”12 The position of superiority
was not only so exclusive that women like Poyntz felt the need to change themselves in order to
fit in, but also so that Jewish women created an environment that made it difficult for other
women to join alongside them in advocacy. Kessler-Harris views Jewish women as feeling as
10

Orleck, Common Sense and a Little Fire, 19.
Katherine Benton-Cohen, Inventing the Immigrant Problem: The Dillingham Commission and its Legacy
(Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England: Harvard University Press, 2018), 165.
12
Alice Kessler-Harris, “Organizing the Unorganizable: Three Jewish Women and Their Union,” Labor History 17,
no. 1 (1976): 12, http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=4555207&site=ehost-live.
11
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though it was their responsibility to unionize other cultural groups of women, who, in the
opinion of the Jewish women, did not have the skills or experience necessary to do so on their
own. While Orleck, Katz, Benton-Cohen, and Kessler-Harris all cite instances of aptitude for
activism among Jewish women, the latter two also emphasize how this aptitude created issues
within the movement.
This leads me to my next point on the literature, which is that scholars agree that not only
did the unions fight for reforms, but they also had interior conflicts due to class-related issues.
For example, Orleck writes of tensions within a union called the Women’s Trade Union League,
which had both working class members and middle to upper class members. She states that:
The progressive reformers who dominated the League tried to steer workers away from
radical influences, particularly the Socialist Party. Yet… the League’s leading
working-class organizers…were Socialist Party members and saw unionism as a
potentially revolutionary tool.”13
Here, we can see that Orleck emphasizes a difference in politics between classes. This argument
continues with her statement that “Socialists distrusted their work with upper-crust women
reformers.”14 However, Orleck still recognizes the evidence that these groups worked together
and how essential that was to the labor movement. Bodnar concurs that socialism had the
potential to create issues in activism. This is because some leaders in socialism were unable “to
understand the mentality of potential followers or to focus on work-place issues alone.”15
Additionally, Bodnar states that “Leaders well-grounded in socialist ideals were often insensitive
to the everyday needs and realities of ordinary workers.”16 Where socialism failed the workers,
sometimes the wealthier union members picked up the slack, supporting the strikers when they
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Orleck, Common Sense and a Little Fire, 43
Orleck, Common Sense and a Little Fire, 43.
15
John Bodnar, The Transplanted: A History of Immigrants in Urban America (Bloomington: University of Indiana
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lost their jobs. And where the wealthier members failed the workers, socialism brought them the
revolutionary attitudes that helped them exact reforms. Ultimately, Orleck and Bodnar show that
neither the wealthier allies, nor the socialist ideals, were perfect methods of change, and that
sometimes they led to conflict.
I rely upon the above literature throughout each of my chapters, supplementing them with
additional literature when necessary to account for areas that need addressing outside of the main
scope of each chapter. Chapter one tells a story of a few individuals who experienced the
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, largely relying on primary sources. I then discuss Jewish
identity in relation to experiences during this time period, relying on Greenwald, Glenn, and the
Jewish Women’s Archives to supplement my findings. In an acknowledgement of how my own
experiences as a Jewish woman impacted my understanding of Judaism at the time, as well as
community-building factors outside of Judaism that warrant discussing, I employ Storch, Enstad,
and Ruiz. Chapter two covers the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, mostly relying upon Orleck and
Katz. I supplement this chapter with work by Guglielmo and Gabaccia to provide a more
well-rounded reflection on how my own intentions with this research impacted my understanding
of the Italian-American working experience. Lastly, chapter three focuses on community within
the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, as well as the importance of legislation in activism. This section
relies heavily on primary sources, as well as the work of Nadell. I supplement these sources with
work by Storch and Greenwald, corroborating my theories regarding the importance of the
women’s vote and power over legislation. I also resolve an issue regarding the role of community
by employing examples referred to by Ruiz and Guglielmo.
From the literature in this review, we can see that the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire,
Jewish women and the labor movement, as well as strikes and class have already been addressed
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by multiple authors. What I do in this thesis is that I combine all of these factors together to
conduct a case study of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire in order to highlight the importance
of community in understanding the labor movement during this time period. With a focal point
on the Jewish community, I argue that community was essential to galvanizing enough strength
to rally against the more powerful people in factory management. Without advocating power,
management’s lack of respect for their workers led to the hazardous working conditions that
allowed for tragedies like the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire. The preexisting bond among
Eastern European Jewish Immigrants, as well as their experiences and reasons for immigration,
contributed to their involvement in the labor movement.
While this thesis focuses specifically on labor activism in the garment industry between
1909 and 1911, this period of advocacy was preceded by a series of failed strikes from railroad
workers, as Gilded Age presidents sometimes intervened on the behalf of management,
providing federal aid.17 Only eight years prior to the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, Teddy Roosevelt
came to the presidency and launched the country into the Progressive Era. Teddy Roosevelt felt
that it was the government’s role to act as a moderator between management and the common
worker, creating a new environment in which it became much more possible for workers to
actually see their attempts at reform come to fruition.18 Here we can see that workers went on
strike across multiple industries, and also that Triangle’s era of strikes occurred in an age in
which failure was less certain. This context is important for understanding the environment that
the Jewish women at Triangle inhabited.
In this thesis, I will begin the first chapter by creating a narrative of the fire. Then, the
first chapter continues, providing context on Jewish identity at the turn of the twentieth century
17

Andrew Baker, “The Progressive Era,” Lecture presented during “A People’s History of U.S. Capitalism” at Bates
College in Lewiston, ME., May 3, 2021.
18
Baker, “The Progressive Era,” May 3, 2021.
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and how that impacts our understanding of the women who worked at Triangle. In the second
chapter, I argue that community was essential to gathering enough power for labor rights
demands to be heard by factory management through telling the story of the Shirtwaist Strike of
1909, which was a strike against New York City shirtwaist shops like Triangle. This chapter also
analyzes how management purposefully drove divides between different immigrant groups of
workers in order to prevent them from unifying. The last chapter analyzes, through the lens of
Triangle, how a factory’s failure to settle with the strikers allowed for management’s continued
disrespect of their employees, and ultimately, the tragedy of the fire. I conduct this analysis
through the lens of the Jewish community, thus asserting the importance of Judaism as a focal
point through which to study early twentieth-century New York City’s labor movements.
Ultimately, I conclude that while the strike of 1909 galvanized enough strength to reform some
shops, they did not have enough advocating power to reform them all. Through this thesis, we
can see that Judaism is an important lens to consider among the many other lenses that can be
employed in analyses of community in this period and movement. Sometimes Judaism can play a
major role in understanding Jewish women’s activism, but sometimes gender, class, and other
dynamics have a more central, impactful role.

15

Chapter 1
Jewish Identity and the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire
A Narrative of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire:
A cheerful feeling filled the air of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory on the morning of
March 25th, 1911. After all, the women working on the ninth floor certainly had something to be
cheerful about—Esther Hochfield had just gotten engaged! Twenty-one years old, beautiful, and
lively, Esther’s joy was absolutely contagious as she and her new work friends admired her
pretty diamond ring.19 Esther had only joined the floor that very week, but she made friends fast
with her joy and good news, and the fortunate fact that many of the other girls lived nearby her in
the Lower East Side. The engagement was actually the reason why Esther was moved to the
ninth floor in the first place. She had originally been on the eighth floor with her brother, Max,
but they ended up missing a day of work after celebrating her engagement late into the night.
When they came back to the eighth floor afterwards, their machines had already been given away
to somebody else, and they were sent to the ninth floor to work instead.20
Esther didn’t let her change get her down though, finding enough friendship among this
new group of women to share her news anyways. The exciting start to their shift made the hours
pass by quickly. Esther and the women around her carried their happy contentment with them
throughout their day—laughing and sharing jokes as they worked on their sewing.21 Perhaps they
talked of wedding gowns and housewarming gifts, or of hopes for Esther’s future with her
soon-to-be husband. Maybe they joked about how sad they would be to see Esther leave the
19

“Victim Information: Esther Hochfield,” The 1911 Triangle Factory Fire, Cornell University Library, Kheel
Center, accessed March 27, 2022, https://trianglefire.ilr.cornell.edu/victims/54.html.
20
“Leon Stein Interviews: Max Hochfield,” The 1911 Triangle Factory Fire, Cornell University Library, Kheel
Center, accessed March 27, 2022, https://trianglefire.ilr.cornell.edu/primary/survivorInterviews/MaxHochfield.html.
21
“Leon Stein Interviews: Mary Domsky-Abrams,” The 1911 Triangle Factory Fire, Cornell University Library,
Kheel Center, accessed March 27, 2022,
https://trianglefire.ilr.cornell.edu/primary/survivorInterviews/MaryDomskyAbrams.html.

16

factory if she decided to do so once she was married. Most of the girls at the factory were young
and unmarried, though a few did stay once they were wed. Esther probably wouldn’t keep
working out of need if she did stay— her fiancé worked at a delicatessen, and would always have
the ability to put food on the table, whether Esther toiled away at the machines or not.
And so if the girls feared Esther would leave them, it definitely wasn’t unjustified for
them to wonder what they would do without her. Although Easther had only joined the floor that
week, there were still many much younger girls at the factory, some as young as fourteen, and
they most likely looked up to Esther as a role model. Perhaps they dreamt of being as pretty or as
in love or as skilled at sewing as she was— or maybe they dreamed of being a bold union
member like her. Esther wasn’t afraid to stand up for her rights, she had even protested the
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory where they worked.
These girls also probably looked up to Esther simply because she had already worked at
the factory for as long as three years, while some of the other women there had only been in the
country for half that amount of time. When she protested the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory in 1909,
she was actually participating in a famous New York City labor movement often referred to as
the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909.22 Unfortunately, Esther’s protests, as well as those of many other
young, working Jewish women, still did not persuade the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory into
becoming a union shop.23 Esther was a bit disenchanted with factory work, discouraging her
brother from joining the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory. She believed Max would be better off as a
plumber or an electrician, working a man’s trade. However, their father thought that the garment
industry was just the greatest thing in the world, and insisted that Esther show her brother the

22

Tony Michels, “Uprising of 20,000 (1909),” Shalvi/Hyman Encyclopedia of Jewish Women, Published December
31, 1999, Jewish Women's Archive, Accessed December 1, 2021,
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/uprising-of-20000-1909.
23
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way.24 Perhaps he would’ve made Esther introduce her other five siblings to the factory too if
things hadn’t gone so wrong on that same day that she wore her new diamond ring to work.
***
Nevertheless, Esther continued to work at the factory despite her misgivings about the
treatment of laborers in the industry, as well as the status of the job. She worked for at least over
a year after the strike in November of 1909, as she became engaged in March of 1911. She
certainly still enjoyed her life at the factory, rejoicing in her engagement alongside her
coworkers. Their happiness and companionship over her engagement made that March day pass
by quickly for Esther and her ninth-floor friends. When the last five minutes of their shift came
around, Mary Domsky invited Esther to the dressing rooms with her and another girl so that they
could freshen up before heading home for the day. Esther had more reason than usual to want to
fix her hair or touch up her lipstick, as her now-fiancé was waiting for her outside the building.
The manager, Mr. Bernstein, crushed Esther’s hopes of going to the dressing room though,
threatening to fire her if she didn’t return to her machine for those last five minutes of her shift.
Having only just recently been reprimanded by management for missing work a week ago,
Esther was intimidated by Bernstein’s threats enough to do as he said. Unfortunately, this rare
case of obedience proved to be fatal for Esther.25 A fire had broken out below her on the eighth
floor, and Esther was engulfed in the flames.26
The other women, however, proved to be much luckier. Mary, who was also a union
member and had been active in a strike earlier, stood up to the manager. When he told the girls
not to come back on Monday if they left five minutes early, Mary said “That's OK with me, Mr.
24

“Survivor Oral Histories: Max Hochfield,” The 1911 Triangle Factory Fire, Cornell University Library, Kheel
Center, accessed March 27, 2022,
https://trianglefire.ilr.cornell.edu/primary/survivorInterviews/MaxHochfieldAudio.html.
25
“Leon Stein Interviews: Mary Domsky-Abrams,” The 1911 Triangle Factory Fire.
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Bonstein [sic]; I'm not going back to my machine, and I won't come back here on Monday."27
Mary and the other girl went off to the dressing rooms, and were among the first to leave the
ninth floor that day. Had they not left their shifts five minutes earlier, they would not have been
able to leave before everyone else, and they would have died in the fire along with Esther.
When Mary left the dressing rooms and made her way towards the elevator to leave, she
began to hear the screams. Everything was a bundle of confusion and chaos, she didn’t even
know about the fire yet. A friend, Neda, called her away from the elevator, shouting to Mary that
she must come down the stairs with her as quickly as she could. Mary finally saw the flames
when they reached the seventh floor. She saw fire leaping out of the windows, and people in a
raging panic, running about and screaming. At this point, her friends were nowhere to be found
and she could not go back for them, not even if the people around her would allow her to run into
the flames. Mary began to realize that she was frightened.
Though she didn’t remember how she got there, Mary eventually made her way
downstairs and out the doors. Out on the street, she could see people hurling themselves from the
windows. Some landed on nets, but they burst straight through, only to be crushed against the
street. Some jumped knowing that there were no nets waiting for them, preferring the hope of an
instant death to the agony of the flames.28, 29 The firemen around her cried, knowing that their
only methods of saving these people were failing. Even the ladders were too short, only reaching
to the sixth floor when they needed to reach the ninth and the tenth.
Mary ran home, leaving behind the billowing smoke of the fire. She had to find Neda—
perhaps she had escaped on her own and went back to her family. Mary went into the house
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screaming for Neda, but she wasn’t there. Her only option was to go back to the fire on the
corner of Greene Street and Washington Place, hoping to find her friend there.
Though the authorities wouldn’t let anyone near the building, Mary could still see the
chaos in front of her. She watched as a forelady from her floor hurled herself from a window—
but her coat caught on a hook, leaving her dangling above the street. In a desperate attempt at
saving lives, a group of men formed a human ladder. The goal was to create a way for women to
travel from the Triangle factory’s building onto another across the way. However, the men could
not bear the weight of the women crawling across them, falling to their deaths along with those
they were trying to save. Touched by their heroism and wanting to give their thanks, Mary and
many of the other survivors tried to kiss the bodies of those brave men as they were brought to
the morgue.
***
Mary wasn’t the only one who was left confused in the chaos of the fire. Esther’s brother,
Max Hochfield was also clueless as to what was going on when he began to leave the ninth floor.
He assumed the commotion by the elevators simply meant they were out of order again, so he
made his way down the stairs instead. When he got to the eighth floor, he saw the flames. Max
was confused at first—he had never seen a building on fire before. When he realized what was
happening, he immediately turned to go rescue Esther from the ninth floor, but a fireman stopped
him, knowing that both Esther and Max would perish in the flames if he dared to go back.
The next day, Max and his family began their desperate search for his sister, but they
struggled to identify a body. After a few distressing days trying to find her, Esther’s fiancé
recognized a piece of a corset that had belonged to her. Esther’s body was burnt beyond
recognition, nothing of her lively beauty remained in the charred corpse. They buried her as
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quickly as possible, per Jewish custom, laying her to her final rest at Mount Zion Cemetery on
March 29th.
***
Mary made sure to pay her respects to Esther’s family, fondly remembering the
wonderful, happy girl that she had been. She recalled Mr. Hochfield thanking God that his son
had made it out of the fire alive. Mrs. Hochfield was extremely broken up over the loss of her
daughter, recalling how full of life she had been the night before the fire. Esther had been
absolutely radiant, heartily singing along to Russian records. Mary believed that all of Jewish
New York must have been at the funeral. 30
***
Max continued to mourn the loss of his sister for the rest of his life, and the trauma of the
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire stayed with him for that long as well. He was naturally terrified
of returning to work, and refused to go to any crowded place, such as theaters, without the
reassurance that the building was entirely fireproof. The thing that weighed most heavily on him,
though, was the loss of his sister. Max believed that if she hadn’t gotten engaged, she never
would have died. This was because Max and Esther had worked on the eighth floor, which most
people were able to escape, until they missed a day of work after her engagement party and were
moved to the ninth.
Max also wanted revenge. He went out of his way to try to make enough money for a
gun, and blamed the factory owners for his sister’s death. However, “like many other
immigrants, Hochfield did not have the money for the gun.”31 He tried to go to the union to get
the money, but they turned him away, reminding him that taking revenge upon the factory would
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not bring his sister back. Max saw so many of the factory’s failings that led to the fire. He stated
that the building was a tinderbox waiting to be lit. The floors were all made out of wood, which
was constantly oily, the water buckets were always empty, and wicker baskets filled with scraps
of cloth were strewn about, sitting there like kindling. He thought things could have been much
worse had the stairs not been made out of cement or some other non-flammable substance.32, 33
Max’s desire for revenge was not only fueled by his grief over losing his sister, but also
by his suspicions about the legal handlings of the fire. After the fire, he joined a group called the
Local 25, which was a part of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, and suspected
that the factory company planted spies within that group. At the trial about the fire, these spies
came forward and claimed that the witnesses had been coached in what to say about the fire. He
believes that they cut his questioning short on purpose at the trial because he had lost his sister. It
is unclear whether this was because they didn’t want to pry and potentially upset him further, or
because they were afraid that his testimony would be more emotionally evocative because of his
loss. One of the reasons why this is unclear is because it is not clear who “they” are. It could be
the plaintiff, or it could be the company. Max also thought that it was worth noting that the pay
was better at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory than in other shops. His reasoning, though, is also
unclear. A possible reason for the higher pay could be that the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory had
already seen two fires before the one that took place in 1911, and they felt that they had to offer
higher wages to people in order to get them to work at the factory.
Additionally, Max heard rumors about the Judge who presided over that trial. After the
trial, Max started taking night school classes, and one of his teachers happened to be a lawyer.
This teacher hinted to Max that the presiding judge for the trial got a lot of money for it. Max
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also said that he knows that when the judge died, he left significant real estate behind—more
than he could have purchased on a judge’s salary.34 Overall, Max’s survivor testimony contains
numerous suggestions that the factory company used money as a means of persuading people to
side with them.
***
Surprisingly, Mary had a very different opinion of the factory, at least regarding the
conditions. While she noted on the morning of the fire that the emergency water buckets were
empty as usual, she didn’t seem entirely unhappy with the factory. She had friends, and money to
spend to go to the theater. The wages weren’t terrible, and she believed they had been increased
due to previous strikes. She described the rooms as light and airy, and relatively clean other than
the stray pieces of cloth littering the floor. However, it is possible that Mary misremembered the
factory conditions, because some scholars state that the factory owners used every inch of the
available space, leading to cramped conditions.35 Sources agree, though, that the front doors of
the factory were kept locked, which unfortunately contributed to the staggering number of deaths
from the fire—146.36
Mary’s greatest point of displeasure was the management. She frequently mentioned the
manager, Mr. Bernstein, in great distaste. While she admitted that he was a good fit for his job, it
was clear to her that he was a cruel, immoral man who threatened and misused the factory
workers. The factory bosses were also suspicious of their employees. They checked all of the
women’s purses at the door, just to ensure that they weren’t stealing anything. This was also part
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of the reason why the doors were locked—the bosses didn’t want to hire more than one
watchman, so they kept a set of doors locked to avoid the need for another guard.
The manager, Samuel Bernstein, also recalled the fire himself. He stated that there were
water pails available somewhere in the factory near where the fires broke out.37 It’s possible that
Mary was correct that the water buckets were empty on the ninth floor, while Bernstein was
correct that there were pails of water elsewhere. Another interesting piece of information from
Bernstein’s recollection is that the factory employees like Max were not the only ones with
family members working in the shop. He recalled hearing about the fire from Eva Harris, who
was the daughter of Isaac Harris, one of the two owners of the factory. Eva was one of the
survivors of the fire, along with many other people who were related to the factory owners in
some way.38
In addition to her displeasure with the likes of Mr. Bernstein, Mary, like Max, also
seemed upset with how the firm’s side was represented in the trial about the fire. She was a
witness herself, and recounted that during her testimony, “The company lawyer jumped up,
interrupting [her], and started to shout that [she] wasn't telling the truth, that [she] had
deliberately come to court in a black dress with a white collar in order to impress the jury.”39 The
lawyer did this in an attempt to discredit Mary when she mentioned that this had not been the
first, but actually the third fire to break out at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory. Eventually, the
survivors of the fire were no longer allowed in court during the proceedings, and the bosses of
the factory went free. Mary believed that, though they went free, the deaths of those 146 workers
weighed on them since the bosses offered money in reparations to those who had lost loved ones.
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This relates to Max’s suspicions about the factory company using money as a means of helping
themselves in the aftermath of the fire. Mary saw through the company’s motives though, and
refused the money in defiance. She believes that the injustice of the fire and resulting trial only
fuelled her further in her “later battles for the trade union and libertarian-socialist movements.”40
This would remain true for many other young immigrant Jewish women in America, as they
navigated their identities while working in this new land.

Jewish Identity in Early Twentieth Century New York City
In understanding Esther Hochfield, and the many women like her, it is important to look
at an essential part of her identity— her Judaism. Esther was a Jewish woman from a Jewish
family, and she was most likely going to marry a Jewish man. She had come to New York from
Russia four years before her brother Max, earned eighteen to twenty dollars a week, and went on
strike at least once in her life.41 She also probably helped her mother light the candles every
Sabbath, swept tears from her eyes while grating onions for potato latkes, and maybe the Sh’ma
was even the last thing on her lips as she died. Even if Esther did none of these things and was
not religious at all, being Jewish still impacted her life. It determined where she lived, who she
knew, and where she was buried. And while some aspects of Judaism, like candle lighting and
latke-making, are a part of the home, Jewish culture and religion also played a role in the
work-life of Jewish people like Esther in the early twentieth century.
The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory was a Jewish space. While not all of its employees
ascribed to Judaism, the religion was prevalent because the Jewish community was at the heart of
the factory, which only began to change when the owners started firing the Jewish girls for
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striking and hired Italian workers in their stead. Esther and Max were Jewish, and Mary believed
that “the hundreds of girls [who worked in the shop] were mostly Jewish...” just like them, with a
minority population of Italian immigrants.42 Even the factory owners themselves, Max Blanck
and Isaac Harris, were a part of the Jewish community.43 It is entirely possible that Blanck and
Harris went to the same synagogue as some of their employees. Did Blanck and Harris guiltily
look away as Mr. Hochfield said Esther’s name before the Mourner’s Kaddish? Did they have to
listen to name after name be called out in shul each year around the anniversary of the factory
fire, knowing that they were the reason that there were so many deaths to remember? Their
Judaism, and the Judaism of the people they employed, was inextricable to the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory.
We can also see this in how the majority of the 146 victims of the Triangle Shirtwaist
Factory fire were Jewish people.44 When Esther Hochfield perished in the fire, Mary
Domsky-Abrams recalled that “All New York--certainly, all of Jewish New York--came to the
funeral.”45 While it is unlikely the entirety of New York City, or even Jewish New York went to
Esther’s funeral, the sentiment is still worth acknowledging. Perhaps Mary really meant that
everyone who mattered to her was there. These could have been people from the factory,
members of her synagogue, and her friends from the union. It is also worth acknowledging that,
to Mary, the response to the tragedy was distinctly Jewish, and that was probably because of the
Jewish nature of the factory community. News of the fire reached all the way back to Eastern
Europe. This is evident from how, “Elizabeth Hasanovitz, who migrated shortly after the
Triangle Shirtwaist factory fire in 1911, recalled how news of the disaster had reverberated
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throughout her small shtetl in Russia: ‘I still remember what a panic that news caused in our
town when it first came. Many families had their young daughters in all parts of the United
States who worked in shops. And as most of these old parents had an idea of America as one big
town, each of them was almost sure that their daughter was a victim of that terrible
catastrophe.’”46
Ultimately the factory community was made up of members of the Jewish community, so
much so that the tragedy reached all the way back to their families in Eastern Europe. Many of
the factory members, including the owners, worked alongside members of their families who had
made their way to the United States. In order to better understand the fire, the lives that it took,
and those that survived, it is essential to look into the Jewishness of the affected community,
because it was so much of a part of their lives both at home and at work.
***
Most of the Jewish people working in the factory, like Esther, Max, and Mary, shared the
experience of navigating multiple identities during this time period—their identity as
immigrants, as Jews, and as Americans. Part of navigating these identities involved facing the
social stratification among the Jewish community. In the early years of nineteenth-century
immigration, the majority of Jewish people came from Western and Central Europe, however,
there was a massive influx of Eastern European Jewish immigration towards the end of the
century. There was a divide between these groups of Jewish immigrants, with those from
Western and Central Europe looking down upon the Eastern European Jews. Most of the Jewish
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people working in the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory were immigrants from Eastern Europe, with a
few of the fire victims hailing from more Central European places like Austria. 47
This social stratification among American Jews was apparent in the experiences of Elinor
Guggenheimer, a Jewish woman who was born in Manhattan in 1912. Her family lived among
other German Jewish families on the West Side. They “wanted to assimilate, yet [they] still clung
to being Jewish to some extent.”48 This involved socializing in Jewish circles, but their Jewish
world was largely secular. Elinor’s socialization with other Jews consisted of mainly German
Jews, and they were also mostly from the West Side as she was, because the East Side German
Jews were wealthier and considered themselves above the West Side German Jews. Elinor says
that her husband, an East Side German Jew, technically married down since her family was from
the West Side, and thus not as wealthy as his. Elinor stated that being a West Side German Jew
was not as bad as being a Russian or Polish Jew, though. She said, “If I had married a Russian or
Polish Jew my mother would have disowned me.”49 According to Elinor, she never would have
been able to marry a Russian or Polish Jew anyways because she never socialized with them,
“there was no mixing between the German Jews and Jews from other countries in the early part
of this century.”50
Elinor reflected on her own beliefs as to why German Jews and Eastern European Jews
did not mix in the early nineteenth-century:
The German Jews felt superior to the new Russian Jewish immigrants; they were simply
prejudiced against them. The German Jews were embarrassed because the Russian Jews
seemed poor and uncouth; their language and clothing weren’t American, their religious
practices were different from those of the German Jews. Yet the German Jews provided a
great deal of funding for social agencies that helped the new immigrants get established
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and Americanized. I always felt the prejudice that the German Jews aimed at the new
immigrants were ridiculous and very wrong… I think the German Jews felt threatened.
They were, in a way, caught between the Jewish and non-Jewish world. The German
Jews had encountered very little anti-Semitism and they were frightened that the influx of
Jews would cause an increase in anti-Jewish feelings.
Elinor’s reflection is helpful in understanding that while German and Eastern European Jews
were all Jews, their experiences differed vastly. She also mentioned that her family wanted to
assimilate and that German Jews had experienced very little antisemitism. Meanwhile, Eastern
European Jews were extremely familiar with antisemitism, having left the old country due to
pogroms, which were antisemitic attacks that occurred with alarming frequency throughout
Eastern Europe in late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Western and Central European
Jews immigrated for different reasons than Eastern European Jews, they came to the United
States earlier, and their experiences and customs differed vastly. This also raises questions about
who wanted to assimilate— was it only German Jews? Did this apply to Eastern Europeans as
well?
This divide between Central European Jews and Eastern European Jews is also evident in
my own family’s history. My maternal grandfather, Barry Greenfield (also known as Poppa),
came from a German Jewish family that immigrated to the United States in the mid-1800s. Their
German status, greater amount of time in America, and perhaps a bit of luck allowed them to
accrue wealth and a higher standard of living. However, my maternal grandmother, Nancy
Goldberg (also known as Grammy), came from a family of Russian and Latvian immigrants who
immigrated to the country in the early 1900s. Her parents endured much more difficult living
conditions than my Poppa had. According to my Great-Aunt Carol, my Grammy’s sister, their
father was kicked out of his home by “an evil step-mother” and had to start working from a
young age.51 Because of these stark differences in background and wealth, my Poppa’s mother,
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Estelle, did not want my Poppa to marry my Grammy because Estelle felt that he was marrying
beneath him. And the animosity went both ways— Grammy’s mother, Nana Thelma, hated my
Poppa, feeling that his family’s wealth had made him too spoiled to be good enough for my
Grammy. My mother said that she knew her elderly grandmother was really losing her mind
when she said that my Poppa had always been a great son in law.52 Even in the late 1950s, their
families’ historic immigrant status created a barrier between my Grammy and Poppa getting
married. This emphasizes that while it is important to look at the Jewishness of the people
working at the factory in order to understand them, it is also necessary to look at where they
came from, as that had an impact on their experience as Jews. Not only did these Eastern
European Jewish workers face the same issues common to the working class, but also social
barriers within the Jewish community itself.
Ultimately, it is evident that there were conflicts within the Jewish American identity.
These conflicts were not exclusive to the position of the Jews in comparison to non-Jewish
people, such as navigating a Jewish identity and an American identity, but also included conflicts
with Judaism itself. This was apparent in the clear divide between German and Eastern European
Jews.
These points of conflict regarding identity, culture, and politics are also important in
understanding the dynamic of the Jewish community at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory. The
majority of the Jewish women working there were of Eastern European descent and “most of
them could barely speak English,” so the main language in the factory was most likely Russian
or Yiddish. 53 But the factory also had workers who were Central European Jews, as well as some
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Catholic Italian women. Does that mean that not all of the women in the factory shared a bond?
How did they communicate with each other? We know that Esther was Russian, and that she was
still very in touch with her culture like many of the other women, singing along to Russian
records less than a week before her death. But did she want to assimilate? We know that she
cared about life in America enough to protest for better wages and working conditions. All of
these different factors contributed to which social circles people inhabited, who made up their
community, and what bonds they shared.
***
Jewish women like those who worked at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory were aware of
these points of conflict within the Jewish American identity, and spent time reflecting upon what
that meant for their own identities as they navigated late nineteenth-century society. The
magazine, The American Jewess, includes an article from 1898 that discusses the meaning
behind the term, “American Jewess,” going into some history of Jewish women in America and
what their identity had become:
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This excerpt states that Jewish women in the United States were originally not American
Jewesses because they did not assimilate and thus, were not American. It also addresses the
cultural divide among Jewish people from different European countries upon their arrival in the
United States, showing that Jewish women incorporated these major Jewish issues in
understanding their own Jewish identity.
The article continues on to address how the American Jewess built her life, both religious
and social, through impressions, including those in the synagogue. In her article, Sonneschein
discussed the importance of wealth in judging an American Jewess, and also states that the
Western Jewess adapted to American lifestyles much faster than those from Eastern Europe,
further emphasizing the divide between the two groups. Apparently, these difficulties in
adjusting to American life began to disappear with the first generation of American-born Jews.
These American-born Jewesses, “as a result of the New World’s schooling… became imbued
with new thoughts,” seeing the tales of the Jewish people’s previous struggle as “nightmares of a
dark past,” and resented how these stories would make her different from other Americans. 55
This opinion differs starkly from the experience of Ida Kohlmeyer, who was a first-generation
American-born Jew. Ida was so affected by her mother’s stories of the pogroms that she
sometimes felt that she had experienced them herself, rather than resenting that these stories
made her different from other Americans. 56 However, Ida did fit in with some of what
Sonneschein discussed in her article, also desiring to assimilate. Ida was often embarrassed by
her mother, who had “Eastern European taste, manners, and clothing, and… never lost her
accent.”57 Overall, The American Jewess’s belief that Jewish women assimilated more
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throughout the generations seems to contain at least a kernel of truth. Almost all of the Jewish
women who worked at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory were immigrants, so if Sonneschein’s
theory holds true, then these women would have been very similar to Ida’s mother, never fully
assimilating.
The magazine continued to theorize about the progression of the Americanization of
Jewish women, finally addressing what category the immigrants who worked at Triangle would
fall under. There were three types of Jewesses: the immigrants or the “Ghetto-Jewess,” their
daughters, the “American-born Jewess,” and then the next generation, “the American Jewess.” 58
The American Jewess was described as “liberty-loving” and had no attachments to the ways of
the old country, speaking the American vernacular and bringing modernism to her own life as
well as the lives of her parents. What is most significant about the American Jewess is that she
was “on a par with American womanhood,” which allowed her to focus on being American,
rather than struggling to navigate between her Jewish identity and her American identity. 59
Sonneschein’s characterization of the “Ghetto Jewess'' or “Eastern Jewess” sometimes
captures the truth of the women who worked at the Triangle Factory, but often falls short of the
truth as well, with many immigrants more so resembling the first-generation immigrants that she
describes above as “American-born Jewesses.” For example, Sonneschein stated that “English is,
to many of the older Jewish women, still a foriegn tongue,” meanwhile, Jewish women like
activist Clara Lemlich, who had worked at Triangle herself, gave quotes to The New York Times
in English, clearly having a strong grasp of the language. However, Lemlich also evidently spoke
Yiddish, as she swore an oath in Yiddish at the meeting that incited an important moment in the
Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, the Uprising of the 20,000. This means that women like Lemlich, who
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were Eastern European Jews working in factories often had the language skills that were more so
associated with the description of the more modernized and assimilated “American-born
Jewess,” who was supposed to fulfill the role of sort of bridging the gap between the old world
“Ghetto Jewess” and wholly American, “American Jewess.” The ability to speak both English
and Yiddish is an example of what that position as a bridge would entail.
However, it is important to note that Lemlich may also be an anomaly, meaning that
Sonneschein’s depiction of the “Ghetto Jewess” would almost always be correct. While some
immigrant workers like Lemlich more so resembled the “American-born” Jewess, Lemlich may
have been relatively unique. She was an activist, as many were, but she was also a leader in the
activist community. Her role would make the ability to speak English particularly essential, as
she had to act as an advocate and communicate to the press on behalf of her causes. This would
have given her additional incentive to modernize and assimilate, while many of the other women
at the factory may not have spoken English quite as well as she did. As mentioned before, a
newspaper article written in the aftermath of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire stated that
“Most of them could barely speak English,” suggesting that perhaps some of the women did
align more so with Sonneschein’s description of a “Ghetto Jewess” and her ability to speak
English.60
While these theories are interesting, and also applicable, it is important to consider who
Rosa Sonneschein was and what beliefs she represented in writing this magazine. Sonneschein
was a Central European Jewish immigrant from Prague and she spoke German.61 This means that
the magazine was probably biased in favor of representing the lives and perspectives of Central
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and Western European Jews, rather than the newer Eastern European immigrants like those who
worked at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory. She may, like many other Western European Jews,
have harbored negative feelings towards her Eastern European counterparts in the way that she
theorized about their experience.
Sonneschein’s bias, for example, was evident in her focus on how the “Ghetto Jewess”
seemed to reject aspects of assimilation such as speaking English and “American modes.” While
that may have been true of many of the immigrants who worked at the Triangle Shirtwaist
Factory, that does not mean that America itself was of no concern to them. So many of the
women who worked at Triangle were union members. Esther, who listened to Russian records
and clearly held some attachment to her Eastern European roots, also exhibited a strong
attachment to her new country because of willingness to advocate and make change. She did not
only have a job for the basic reason of earning money, but also saw the American factory as a
place that could grow to be a better workspace, and she wanted to advocate for that growth.
Attitudes like this would make these immigrant women more like the “American-born Jewss” or
the “American Jewess” because they show how concerned these women are with America itself.
A refusal to dress in an American fashion or adapt American manners does not necessarily prove
a disinterest in a country, and an allegiance to another.
However, that does not mean that the theories from Sonneschein’s article are meritless—
they do seem to still be applicable to Eastern European Jews, as other examples above aligned
with her thoughts. For example, the degrees of assimilation exhibited by the American Jewess
have been evident in my own family. My Grammy, Nancy Goldberg Greenfield, is a perfect
example of the American Jewess in a sense, although she was born in 1936, nearly forty years
after this article was written. My Grammy’s Bubbe was an immigrant, did not speak any English,
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and wore her long gray hair in braids piled atop her head, which may have been a style that she
brought with her from Latvia. Grammy’s Bubbe fell in line with her own class of Jewess, the
Ghetto Jewess, being distinctly European, and not really assimilating. Meanwhile, my Grammy’s
mother, Nana Thelma straddled the line between the old world and the new, just as her fellow
American-born Jewesses did. Nana Thelma spoke both Yiddish and English, caring for and
identifying with her ailing mother, but also modernizing alongside my Grammy over the passage
of time. My Grammy is absolutely an American Jewess, she is distinctly American. The most
Eastern European thing about her is probably how much she loves potatoes. Grammy does not
speak Yiddish, she has a college education, and cooked pork for her Jewish family. As she grew
older she realized that she preferred to live in a Jewish community, but that Jewish community is
wholly American and country club-like.
While my Grammy is distinctly American, just like The American Jewess says she should
be, I believe that Sossenschien underestimated the long standing power of Jewish identity and
culture in the United States. Perhaps my Grammy, my mom, and I are not fluent in Yiddish, but it
is in our vocabulary as modern Jewish women. When the three of us inevitably spill food on our
shirts we say, “you have a little schmutz right there.” My mom fondly remembers her Nana
Thelma calling her shyene maidel or sheyne punim, meaning beautiful girl and beautiful face. We
call the Jewish head coverings by their Yiddish name, yarmulke, our Eastern European roots are
evident in the Jewish foods that grace our tables, and also in the way we conduct our seder each
Passover. Over a century has passed since The American Jewess made statements about how
utterly American the American Jewesses are, but that does not mean that their Jewish identity is
so inconsequential. In a collection of interviews of Jewish American women published in 1989,
Lynn Huberman expresses what she believed it meant to be a Jewish woman in the United States:
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Being Jewish is a dual citizenship. I’m an American and I’m a Jew: Both identities are
equally important to me. As a Jew, I’m part of a family that begins with my own family
and then extends out in concentric circles to include the Jews in the community, in
America, and in the world. There’s a link an understanding among all Jews, that we’ve
come through the ages and have survived all of these years. Being a part of this Jewish
extended family gives me a certain feeling that is more important than the Jewish
religious practices that I may or may not choose to follow.62
This reflection on Jewish life addressed how, while the Jews have assimilated, the community
grew together. It is true that the passage of time has impacted the debate over what it means to be
Jewish and American, rendering the two identities less at war with each other than they were
originally, but both identities remained important in their own right. Being Jewish has and still
does create a special bond between fellow Jews, which is one of the many reasons why Jewish
identity has continued to matter, despite strong degrees of assimilation. These are the aspects of
identity that are important to consider when thinking about who the women who worked at
Triangle were—they were Jews, they were immigrants, they were Americans, and all of those
identities worked together to shape them and their lives.
Regarding Jewish identity, though, it is important to consider the impact that my identity
as a Jewish woman in 2022 has on my perception of historical Jewish identity. While there are
some aspects of Judaism that have remained the same over the past century or so, much of the
religion has changed as well. During Esther’s lifetime, she would not have had access to the
same ceremonies nor the same Jewish education that I have had, and that education would have
looked much different from mine if she were able to have one. I practice a form of Judaism
called Reform Judaism, which developed into its modern form throughout the twentieth century.
Much of how we interpret the Torah, and much of women’s roles in Judaism have changed since
1911. The Jewish education and engagement that I have had was not available to early twentieth
century Jewish women, and so while I try to interpret how Judaism impacted their identities, I
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also recognize that my worldview, and the way I understand Judaism, is very different from the
ways in which early twentieth century Jewish women may have engaged with that aspect of their
identities.
Reform Judaism did exist in the early-twentieth century, though it was not as popular as it
is in the modern day. Rabbi Steven S. Wise, who “developed his religious leadership between
1892 and 1906,” was a strong proponent of Reform Judaism, which he referred to as “Liberal
Judaism.”63 Rabbi Wise thought that Judaism should be able to adapt over time, and was also in
favor of women’s suffrage, believing that Judaism could be used to support the movement. These
beliefs align with modern-day teachings in Reform Judaism in many ways, especially the belief
in Judaism’s ability to adapt. Despite forming his beliefs before the rise of Reform Judaism,
Rabbi Wise’s beliefs even went beyond what my Jewish education entailed, as Rabbi Wise saw
women as men’s moral superiors.64 According to Storch, Rabbi Wise’s passion for such beliefs
sometimes alienated potential allies. Nonetheless, Storch’s work on Rabbi Wise illustrates that
some degree of modern-day Reform Judaism existed within people like Rabbi Wise in the early
twentieth century, and there were those who potentially agreed with such beliefs. So while my
experience with Reform Judaism is most likely very different from the Judaism practiced by the
women I researched, I believe that it is important to keep in mind that Reform Jewish beliefs still
existed at this time, even though they were less widespread. Rabbi Wise’s beliefs demonstrate
something very similar to what these women emphasized in their activism, which is the ability
for systems to grow, change, and modernize. They may not have grown up practicing the same
form of Judaism as Rabbi Wise, but many of them would grow into Reform Judaism over time,
or raise families which would practice said form of Judaism. Ultimately, my perspective on
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Judaism is certainly different from the mainstream Jewish practices in the early twentieth
century, but my perspective is progressive, as these women were progressive and would continue
to be.
We can see evidence of the progressiveness and changing ideas of early twentieth century
working class Jewish women in how the media that they consumed shaped their beliefs about
what it meant to be a working woman. For example, many early twentieth century working
women engaged in reading dime novels, which were inexpensive and incredibly popular
romance novels which were “categorized as ‘cheap’ by the middle class, [and thus] did not need
to answer to middle-class notions of taste or moral value, as did middle-class women’s domestic
fiction.”65 However, Enstad cites Joyce Shaw Peterson, who asserts that “the dime novel
romances often replicated middle-class ideologies,” and that this “could serve to train women in
the ideals of middle-class ladyhood, and thus undermine class-consciousness.”66 Here, we can
see that while the middle class looked down on these books commonly consumed by working
class women, these books still had the potential to train working class women in the ways of the
middle class. While dime novels often told stories of marriage and being saved by a hero, they
did not necessarily steer working women away from strikes and activism. Instead, these women
combined their working class experiences with the ideals presented in the novel, developing
“working ladyhood,” which “created a site of multiplicity, a shifting identity which played off a
range of cultural contradictions and instabilities in turn of the century society.”67 Thus, working
women continued to strike and advocate for justice, but they also wanted to buy high fashion
clothes and see themselves as ladies. This ties into a notion that I will address further in the next
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chapter, which is Rose Schneiderman’s belief that a worker needs bread to survive, but also
needs roses to live. Working ladyhood ties into this idea in that it includes the reality of workers’
basic needs, but also the desire for more in life beyond basic needs, such as fashionable clothes.
This idea of working ladyhood, of bread and roses, provides an example of some of the
progressive attitudes of these early twentieth-century working women, who undermined class
consciousness with their ideas of being both workers and ladies at the same time. Here, we can
see that these novels may have had a role in the progressive attitudes of early twentieth century
working women.
While these novels seem to point to an instance of how progressive attitudes could be
shaped by factors in these women’s lives outside of Judaism, the reading of such novels actually
still ties into Eastern European Jewish culture in some ways. For example, “according to a
contemporary study of working women’s amusements at the turn of the century, 12.5 percent of
Jewish women reported that reading was their favorite pastime, despite the fact that reading was
not one of the choices listed.”68 Not only was reading popular among early twentieth-century
Jewish women, but they also had access to books with nearly identical plotlines that had been
rewritten in Yiddish, which made them even more likely to pick up dime novels when they
learned English. Additionally, Jewish women commonly took night classes to learn English,
making them still more likely to consume the quintessential American dime novel. However, it is
still evident that these books provide an example of something that inspires progress, and
something that is not exclusive to Jewish community-related camaraderie, despite the
relationship between Judaism and consumption of such literature. While “young Jewish women
enjoyed relative freedom compared to Italian women,” Italian women also “read romance novels,
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and dress[ed] ‘in style’—engaging in the very aspects of mass-produced popular culture studied
here,” which emphasizes the intersection of Jewish and Italian experiences and influences.69
While Judaism is an angle through which we can try to see what shaped the activist
experiences of these women, it cannot explain every choice nor every step towards modernity,
just as we can see in the example of the dime novels. In her book on Mexican women’s activism
in California canneries, Ruiz acknowledges in her own discussion of community that while
religion’s role was a significant factor in shaping the lives of these women, that was not the lens
on which she chose to focus. Ruiz states that, “Although beyond the scope of this study, the role
of religion in reinforcing Mexican culture cannot be overstated. For many, Catholicism provided
succor and comfort.”70 For the community of Mexican women in the canneries, religious events
provided occasions for joy, and also created celebrations which brought people together and
facilitated feelings of community.
While Ruiz acknowledges that religion certainly had an impact on forming feelings of
camaraderie among these women who worked together, she also emphasizes how simple
interactions such as conversation or sharing cold cream helped them build community. These
were acts of being together and taking care of each other, and such interactions established trust
and goodwill among them. For example, “Since peach fuzz irritated bare skin, women would
share their cold cream with the new workers, encouraging them to coat their hands and arms to
relieve the itching and protect their skin from further inflammation.”71 Sharing religious
occasions may have helped these women bond and establish rapport, but religion cannot account
for everything, such as this clear example of caring for others. This sort of care could then
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inspire care and trust in return, which is another important piece of life to consider when
analyzing what brings people together. These sorts of acts that are separate from religion are also
helpful in understanding community bonds outside of religious and ethnic groups, as one does
not have to share a history or even a language to offer this sort of care to another. This then helps
to establish one of the ways in which early twentieth century women activists could have
facilitated cross-ethnic solidarity, which I will discuss further at the end of this next chapter.
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Chapter 2
“The Worker Must Have Bread, but She Must Have Roses, Too:” 72 The Forces
Behind the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909

Clara Lemlich, a garment industry worker and staunch labor activist, claimed that “If
Triangle had been a union shop there would not have been any locked doors, and the girls would
have been on the street almost an hour before the fire started.”73 Lemlich’s words hold a
particular weight, not only because of her significance as a leader in Jewish women’s activism,
but also because she was no stranger to the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory. Lemlich had worked
there herself, experiencing many of the same injustices as people like Esther, Max, and Mary,
knowing as well as they did that Triangle was an unsafe working environment.74
Clara Lemlich, like Esther, also participated in the 1909 Shirtwaist Strike, which
specifically protested the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory owned by Max Blanck and Isaac Harris, as
well as several other shirtwaist shops. This strike could have been Blanck and Harris’s call to
change, but they would not truly come to a compromise, hence Lemlich’s quote.75, 76 As the
leader of the 1909 Shirtwaist Strike, and a garment worker herself, Lemlich had a particular
stake in the outcome of this strike— she desperately wanted to see genuine change in the way
that factories treated their employees. In this next section, I will tell the story of the strike before
addressing the points that will be covered in the chapter.

The Uprising of the Twenty Thousand:
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On November 22nd, 1909, thousands of young garment industry workers, mainly Jewish
and Italian women, filled the halls of the Cooper Union in New York City. Women like Esther
and Mary listened as “labor leaders decried current working conditions in New York’s garment
industry,” but still advised that they remain cautious in their activism.77 Clara Lemlich, though,
was not a cautious leader. Unafraid, she took to the stage and declared in Yiddish, “I make a
motion that we go out in a general strike.”78 The crowd erupted into cheers, and the chairman of
the meeting, Mr. B. Feigenbaum of the prominent Yiddish newspaper, the Jewish Daily Forward,
asked Lemlich to repeat a Jewish oath. Though the meeting was not exclusively Jewish, most of
the crowd joined Lemlich as she pledged in Yiddish, “If I turn traitor to the cause I now pledge,
may my hand wither from the arm I now raise.”79
Being a Jewish woman, Lemlich was able to draw upon a preexisting community to
foster a sense of camaraderie. It is important that she had this uniting factor to draw upon, as it
created a sense of trust between her and the strikers, making them more willing to follow her
lead. Taking the oath in Yiddish was a reminder to the Jews that they were a part of the same
cultural community, while also potentially alienating non-Jewish strikers. However, the fact “that
Lemlich’s strike speech was delivered in Yiddish, and that most people in the room knew the
Jewish oath… dramatically illustrates how overwhelmingly Jewish this women’s movement
was.”80 Through the usage of this quote, we can clearly see Lemlich using her Jewishness to
establish a sense of credibility for the crowd, and it was a powerful tool considering that so many
of the people in the crowd were also Jewish.
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This massive crowd of strikers, galvanized by an undeniably Jewish quote from a Jewish
woman, was an essential moment in the 1909 Shirtwaist Strike. Lemlich’s quote inspired a
massive protest, otherwise known as “the Uprising of the Twenty Thousand,” because so many
went on strike that day. The strike was a pivotal moment in labor history, due in part to its large
size and majority female population. It was considered a great success by leaders in labor
activism such as Clara Lemlich and Rose Schneiderman— but what did it achieve? In this
chapter, I will discuss the demands of the workers who participated in the strike and their hopes
for improved working conditions, relating these subjects back to the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory.
I ultimately argue that a sense of community, with a focus on the Jewish community, was an
essential aspect of galvanizing enough strength to see the strikers make progress, especially in
the face of the much more powerful factory management.

Reasons Behind the Strike:
The garment industry workers who participated in the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909 shared a
multitude of common causes for striking, from economic factors and safety concerns to issues of
humanity and sexual assault. The desire to strike was often prompted by different incidents, as
the employees in the strike did not belong to a single factory, but a multitude of
shirtwaist-making shops.81 In this section, I will discuss the economic reasons behind the strikes,
then addressing issues of gender and industrial feminism.

Economic Factors
One of the common causes among the workers who participated in the Shirtwaist Strike
of 1909 was the issue of wages. Many factory workers barely made a living wage, and thus had
81
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cause to strike. These struggling workers were also supported by individuals who did actually
make a fair wage. At one point in her career as a garment industry employee, Clara Lemlich
made a respectable fifteen dollars per week. However, she still went on strike, jeopardizing her
ability to continue to receive that wage. She explained her reasoning in a 1909 New York Times
article, “I did not strike because I myself was not getting enough…I struck because all the others
should get enough. It was not for me; it was for the others.”82 Lemlich’s selflessness
demonstrates the strength that garment industry workers found in their communities. Those who
were suffering advocated for themselves, and were joined by those who were satisfied with their
wages, even though their participation in the strike put them at risk of losing their jobs.
This support was necessary in the fight for better wages, as management denied that
conditions and pay were as bad as their workers made them out to be in the strike. In November
of 1909, just around the time that the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909 picked up speed, management
held the first regular meeting of the Association of Waist and Dress Manufacturers of New York,
in response to the demands posed in the strike. The chairman of the meeting, I. B. Hyman
claimed that girls exaggerated their statements. According to him, “The strike leaders… have
been describing conditions which do not exist. They have represented the wages as about
one-half, or less than one-half, what they really are, and unfortunately many people will believe
these statements.”83 Hyman’s statement is interesting, considering that, according to Lemlich, the
wages were not consistent throughout the city. Some girls made less, some made more. So while
Hyman claims that the complaints about wages were exaggerated to make them seem much
lower than reality, the reality to which Hyman refers has a dubious consistency. Some workers
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absolutely made a decent wage, of which Lemlich is an example, but plenty did not. Since
people like Hyman were in such great positions of power in comparison to the striking workers,
it was important for the workers to unite in order to stand up to that power. A man like Hyman
could flippantly deny their claims, telling newspapers that strikers were exaggerating, and he
might easily be believed. In working together, whether each individual’s pay was poor or not, the
strikers had strength in numbers, which gave them more sway when facing the powerful business
owners.
Even though members of management like Hyman tried to stop the women from
achieving their goals of fairer wages, the strike persisted. Perhaps this is because the value that
the immigrant workers held for their work was greater than management’s value for business.
One Jewish woman said that when she asked management at her factory how they could “allow
such conditions to go on,” management “had their reasons—they claimed they had to compete
against cheaper labor in the South.”84 While business could motivate management, the immigrant
women had potentially more meaningful subjects at stake. First and foremost was the necessity
of having enough money to survive. When a married immigrant woman was employed outside
the home, “nearly always they worked only for familial rather than individual needs as a part of a
cooperative household.”85 These needs, though they took precedence in the lives of immigrant
women, were not the only reasons why they worked. For example, “Irish women often delayed
marriage to pursue individual jobs of their own,” and “sometimes the skills women possessed,
such as Italian seamstresses or Jewish jewelry makers, caused certain women to be in high
demand.”86 Women had cause for concern over their wages whether they were married or not,
because of the need to have enough money to support themselves and their families. If there was
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not a need, then a woman could have been motivated to advocate for better wages based upon a
sense of self-respect and value for her skills.
It is no surprise that Jewish women like Clara Lemlich involved themselves in a cause for
better wages, as there is historical evidence that Jewish women were particularly apt to advocate
for themselves in situations related to economic injustice. Before they fought for better wages,
thousands of Lower East Side Jewish women participated in “a kosher-meat boycott in 1902, a
rent strike in 1904, and food riots in 1907.”87 Katz attributes this willingness to advocate for
themselves to their experiences in Russia, where “Jewish women engaged as economic actors
in… ‘the public secular sphere.’”88 Similarly, Orleck supports this notion, stating that Russian
Jews held “a belief that women were innately suited to competition in the economic sphere…
Eastern European Jewish religious tradition glorified strong, economically sophisticated wives
and mothers.”89 To the Jewish women who participated in the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, they
were doing what they were meant to do— following a pattern of involving themselves in
economic pursuits and advocating for economic justice, as was their role as Jewish women. The
facets of Eastern European Jewish culture, coupled with factors that impacted all working
women such as basic needs and self respect, led Jewish women to advocate for better wages
during the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909.

Issues of Gender and Industrial Feminism
Generalized issues of wages and working conditions were something that most workers,
regardless of gender, could understand and support. However, what these issues meant to men
and women differed, and women also had unique workplace experiences that men could not
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understand. These differences sometimes led to tensions between men and women who worked
together in unions such as the ILGWU.
The striking Jewish women often received support from their own community for the
work that they did to improve conditions in the factories. According to Katz, this support for
Jewish women’s advocacy often came from Lower East Side Jewish institutions, as well as the
Jewish branch of the Socialist Party.90 However, this support waned in the face of the 1909
Shirtwaist Strike, which involved more significant participation in union leadership from
women. Jewish men chafed against this development, as they saw union leadership as political,
rather than distinctly economic, and felt that such roles were meant for men.91
Here, we can see a conflict between Jewish men and Jewish women. Even though unions
like the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union and the New York chapter of the
Women’s Trade Union League were designed to advocate for women, they often saw male
involvement. The ILGWU, in particular, saw exclusively male presidents, despite “Ladies’”
literally being in the name of the union.92 This belief that men were more suited to the political
leadership roles of unions meant that Jewish women were forced to work alongside men as they
led the unions, and that they had to collaborate in order to see change. However, some women
may have been grateful for this collaboration, as the separation of unions into women’s and
men’s branches could have reinforced the marginal status of women.93 Katz acknowledges,
though, that other perspectives assert that separation was good because it allowed women to fight
in the working class battle alongside men as their equals.94 However, men from the union did not
necessarily support some of the women’s involvement in the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, even if
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they supported the strike itself, because participation in the strike was seen as dangerous and
unladylike.95
No matter how the role of men in the ILGWU impacted the dynamics of the union, it is
true that some battles were often unique to women. For example, women in the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory were exposed to sexual advances from factory owner, Isaac Harris, who “was
always looking at the gals.” According to Flecher, a survivor of the 1911 fire, Harris would “stop
by the one and say: ‘I'll see you after the office hours.”96 Because of Harris’s position of power
over these women, it would have been extremely difficult to refuse him—the choice would have
been between quietly accepting sexual harassment or losing their job. This is a sort of issue that a
union could work to fight, but perhaps the dynamic of having men in union leadership would
have impacted that fight. Women could have been less inclined to ask the union for help because
they feared that the men would not understand them, or perhaps having men on their side made it
more likely that the women would be listened to.
Women in the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909 frequently had to fight in order to be heard.
Orleck summarizes their experience:
Mollie Weingast told a cheering crowd that when an officer tried to arrest her, she
informed him that she had a constitutional right to picket. Minnie Margolis demanded
that a policeman protect her from a physical attack by her boss. When he refused, she
took down his badge and precinct numbers. It was, she told the audience, an officer’s job
to protect her right to protest peacefully. Celie Newman, sixteen, said that police had
manhandled her and dragged her into court, where her boss told a judge that she was an
anarchist and should be deported. At another meeting earlier that week,
seventeen-year-old Etta Ruth said that police had taunted her with lewd suggestions.97
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These examples illustrate how women were mistreated by managers and policemen alike. Minnie
Margolis’s point, that the police officer who refused her help was actually legally obligated to
assist her, exemplifies the need for some sort of powerful force that could support these women,
because the systems in place to support them were siding with management—leaving the
workers bereft. The power of a union, made of thousands of women, proved to be more
promising in that at least those women, no matter whether they had the same grievances, were
more likely to support those who needed their advocacy. This harkens back to Clara Lemlich’s
willingness to protest and put her job at risk, even though she made a reasonable wage, because
others needed change and she wanted to help them. Lemlich herself actually faced beatings from
“hired strongmen” and police for her work in protests.98 Around the time of the Shirtwaist Strike
of 1909 a reporter shared their opinions on Clara’s state: “Clara was so badly hurt…that she was
laid up for several days. ”99 Dedication such as Lemlich emphasize the commitment to the cause
for one’s own sake, as well as the sake of those with which one shares a sense of community,
whether that be because they were both women, Jews, immigrants, workers, or protesters.
This form of advocacy among women that took place around the Shirtwaist Strike of
1909 can be referred to by Mildred Moore’s phrase, “industrial feminism.”100 Due to poor
working and living conditions, their earlier causes focused on their more immediate needs, such
as improving said working conditions, as well as wages and hours.101 After the strike in 1909,
this activism started to progress towards asking for things in life beyond basic needs for survival,
looking towards the things that made life a life. This included unions negotiating topics such as
“workers educational and cultural activities, health care, and maybe even a chance to leave the
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city and enjoy the open countryside.”102 These two categories of needs, the basics for survival
and the kinds that made life worth living, were described by Rose Schneiderman in the terms
“bread and roses.” In her labor advocacy, Schneiderman decreed, “What the woman who labors
wants is the right to live, not simply exist — the right to life as the rich woman has the rights to
life, to sun and music and art…The worker must have bread, but she must have roses, too. Help,
you women of privilege, give her the ballot to fight with.”103 Statements like this only further
emphasize that while these women protesting in 1909 were fighting for the right to have their
basic needs met, they also recognized that there was more to life than just their basic needs and
strove to achieve the needs and wants beyond those.
Feminists and suffragists like Juliet Points were drawn to the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909
and its participants. The Protestant Points even changed her name to the more Eastern European
sounding, “Poyntz,” “as a sign of solidarity, or to fit in with her new radical crowd.”104 Poyntz
founded the educational department of the ILGWU in the aftermath of the strike. She wanted to
create “a social and educational space for young immigrant women workers” because she
“believed she could create a collective consciousness ‘geared not to individual mobility as the
public schools were, but to help female members understand their collective position in industry
and society and giving them the skills to challenge it.’”105 While Poyntz initially met some
resistance from the workers, her interest in them still stands as an important point for
understanding the role of this women-powered strike in industrial feminism and eventually
women’s suffrage as well. In coming together during the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, the women
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displayed a clear knowledge of their own needs and worth, as well as an ability to advocate for
such things in spite of power not being distributed in their favor.

Divisions Within the Movement
Issues of Class Within the Movement
The New York chapter of the Women’s Trade Union League saw issues of class there
were not quite as prevalent in the ILGWU. The NYWTUL was made up of both middle class and
working class women, with the majority of the middle class members being Christian while the
majority of the working class members were Jewish immigrants.106 During the Shirtwaist Strike
of 1909, the middle class Christian women chastised the working class Jewish women in the
same fashion as the men from the ILGWU had, stating that they were too forward in their
activism, acting rashly and not thinking clearly.
Some of the wealthier allies, however, did support the efforts of the strikers, whether or
not they held reservations about the method of protesting. With the encouragement of Rose
Schneiderman, wealthier women participated in the 1909 strike. Schneiderman hoped that their
picketing would protect the other protesters from the usual violence, and also that it would make
such forms of protests more respectable.107 Wealthier women also assisted by providing financial
support such as bail or resources for daily living.108 Carola Woerishoffer even “bought houses
and then, waiting in the Jefferson Market Court, offered the deeds as security for a striker's
release.”109 While the wealthier members of the NYWTUL had their differences, and often did
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not approve of cultural or religious aspects of the lives of the working class Jewish protesters,
they recognized the importance of unity and support in working towards change.
Women like Rose Schneiderman were actually recruited to the NYWTUL in order to
encourage working class Jewish women’s membership in the first place, as the organization had
been largely middle class before her involvement. The organization recognized that they should
have members who were a part of the class of people they sought to help. However, that still did
not stop the wealthier women from criticizing their new members for whom they had wanted to
exact change. Schneiderman was also faced with the struggle of maintaining the middle class
women’s focus on labor issues as they gravitated towards focusing on women’s suffrage.
Ultimately, the differences in religious practice and social class created difficulties for the
organization, as much as the coming together of the differences for a common cause were often a
strength.

Race Relations
Management did whatever they could to stop their workers from developing a sense of
camaraderie. The owners feared that in unifying as friends, the workers would collaborate as
union members and strikers, working together to rebel against them. It was more difficult for
management to stake a divide between its Jewish women workers, as they already shared the
bond of them being Jewish women, thus making it easier to develop a sense of community and
camaraderie. Many of these Jewish women may have already known each other before coming
to work at the factory, as people often worked with family like Max and Esther Hochfield. These
Jewish people also possessed a bond based upon their shared experiences as Jews.

54

Significantly, many of the Jewish women working in the garment shops came from
Eastern Europe. They were no strangers to political upheaval and persecution. After the
assassination of the Russian Tzar, Alexander II, in 1881, the Jews faced “anti-Semitic edicts,
bloody pogroms, and mass expulsions… from their homes in White Russia and the Ukraine.
Whole villages disappeared as hundreds of thousands of Jews wandered the countryside in
search of new homes.”110 Pogroms were brutal antisemitic massacres that specifically targeted
Jewish people in Eastern Europe, and some of them were even sanctioned by the government.
This violence against Jews made it very clear to them “that they stood unwanted and unprotected
in their homelands.”111 These experiences created a unique understanding between Eastern
European Jewish women in America, who remembered what they had suffered, and thus were
much more inspired to create good lives for themselves in their new country, as there would be
no returning to their old one. It also fostered a special sense of trust, as Jews watched their
neighbors turn on them, and perhaps then felt that they could only rely on other members of the
Jewish community. Thus, not only were Jewish women closer with each other because of shared
experiences, but also because they were taught through those experiences that they could only
trust one another.
The effects of the pogroms rippled through the Jewish community, even reaching those in
America who had never had the experience themselves. Ida Kohlmeyer, a first generation
American born to Jewish immigrants from Bialystock exemplifies this generational trauma in a
recollection about her mother:
My mother often told me stories about her life in Europe. I still get goosebumps when I
hear the word ‘pogrom.’ She’d begin her tales, ‘In the middle of the night…’ and then
talk about horses and barbarians storming into people’s homes. Her fear and anger
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penetrated me so deeply that I almost feel as if I experienced the pogroms, too.112
Living in a place where the government sanctioned systemically terrorizing them in the night, it
is no wonder that Jewish people left Eastern Europe in droves. With nothing to come home to as
whole Jewish communities uprooted themselves, Jewish immigrants left their home countries
with the intent of building a new life upon reaching America. Moving to the United States
became their second chance to advocate for themselves in the face of adversity, perhaps helping
to explain why Jewish women were particularly quick to rebel against the factory management.
The pogroms created the largest wave of Eastern European Jewish immigration in United
States history. Jewish immigrants did not just come to the country to work for a while and return
home—they came to stay, because they could not return to villages that no longer existed. The
intent to build a family and fully settle in the United States is exhibited by the large numbers of
Jewish immigration. Of the Jewish immigrants who entered the U.S. between 1881 and 1924,
only seven percent of them chose to return to Europe, which also emphasizes that Jewish people
truly came to the country with the intent to start a new life, leaving behind the abundant
antisemitism in their homelands.113 Comparatively, thirty percent of all immigrants during the
same period chose to return to Europe, which shows that other immigrants did not always come
to the U.S. to settle in the same way that the Jews did.114
Additionally, the proportionally large numbers of Jewish women immigrating to America
also emphasizes the fact that Jewish people came to the country with the intent to stay and build
families. Nearly an equal amount of Jewish women came in comparison to the numbers of
Jewish men, since, “Of all Jewish immigrants to the United States from 1886 to 1914, forty-four
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percent were women, far more than for other immigrant groups arriving during the heyday of
mass immigration.”115 Situations where half of a family came to the country to make enough
money to send for the rest of their loved ones were common. This was true for my own family.
My great-grandfather, Israel Koman, immigrated to the United States before the
restrictive Immigration Act of 1924. He eventually made a living as the owner of a small
neighborhood supermarket. Israel worked in America for six or seven years before finally saving
up enough money to send for his wife and two children, whom he had to leave behind in Russia
or Ukraine. About a year after the family was reunited, Israel and his wife, Dora, welcomed my
Zaidie into the world. Since the birth of my cousin’s son about four years ago, there have now
been five generations of the Koman family in the United States. Without Israel and Dora’s love
and devotion to each other, as well as the desire to start a life in the new world, that would not
have been possible.116 Other immigrant men were not always as determined as Israel was to
reunite with their wives and children. Through their story though, it is clear that the persecution
Jews faced in Eastern Europe had a lasting impact on the community. Had things not been so
bad, my Zaidie may never have been born, he would never have met my Nana, and my cousins
and I would not be here, making our own impact on the United States.
Ultimately, it is very clear that it was possible for some Jewish people to achieve their
dreams of starting a new life in America after facing systemic oppression and persecution in
Europe. However, it took years to get to the point that my family is at four and five generations
later. These shared experiences among Jewish people show how Judaism impacted why people
immigrated, perhaps suggesting an even greater level of camaraderie and shared understanding
in the garment industry than we have come to learn thus far. People like Israel and Dora Koman,
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Ida Kohlmeyer, and perhaps even the owners of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory experienced
rampant antisemitism in the old world that drove them to seek out a new country and a new life.
Jewish people came to the United States with the determination to work, but they also came with
the determination to build those new lives. For many Jewish immigrant women, that meant
fighting for better working conditions in the shops. They did not just come to the country to
make money, they immigrated to live.
While the majority of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory’s employees were Jewish
immigrants, the factory also employed a significant amount of Italian immigrants. This is
because Italian women gravitated towards factories as they “avoided domestic work because they
would be without the protection of their men or the companionship of their friends while
working.”117 In working in factories, they were able to stick together, and thus brought a sense of
community and camaraderie with them among their own people as they joined the industry. The
factory owners were thus unable to fully eliminate the camaraderie between those from the same
country of origin because of their shared experiences and preexisting aspects of community,
however, management could prevent the total unification of their workforce by further driving
divides between their Jewish and Italian employees. A unified workforce would have allowed for
an even more powerful entity of resistance than the workers had been able to form during the
Shirtwaist Strike of 1909. While some Italians joined their Jewish peers in those acts of
rebellion, management relied upon lies and preexisting differences to prevent the workers from
gaining the degree of advocating power necessary to make meaningful reforms to the shops that
had resisted the strike.
One of the contributing factors to the divide between Jewish and Italian immigrants was
that their experiences prior to immigration differed, as well as their reasons for coming to the
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United States. Like their Russian-Jewish counterparts, many Italians immigrated to America at
the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth due to political unrest in
their homeland. In the case of the Italians, the political unrest came from the country’s recent
unification.118 While this is somewhat similar to the Eastern European Jewish people’s reasons
for immigrating, the difference is that it had a significant impact on who was emigrating from
Italy, rather than just causing an overall increase in immigration. Previously, the majority of
Italian immigrants in the United States had been artisans from Northern Italy who were looking
to expand their markets.119 After unification, the majority of Italian immigrants coming to the
United States in the early twentieth-century were poor peasants from Southern Italy.120 With a
government in its infancy, the Southern Italian peasants could not expect any aid, but they could
hope for a better future by taking advantage of affordable traveling costs, and immigrating to
America.
Unlike their Eastern European Jewish counterparts, the Southern Italian immigrants did
not always come to America with the intent to stay. While some may have felt unwelcome in
their former home, or perhaps no longer had a home to return to, they were not experiencing the
same degree of persecution that the Jews had experienced through the pogroms. Instead, the
Italian immigrants were mainly looking for relief from their poverty. The Southern Italians were
looking for a steady job, and thus, a steady source of income to send back to their families.
While the Jewish immigrants had a significant number of women among them, emphasizing their
desire to start new lives in America, Italian immigrantion numbers were made up of a significant
number of single men who did not come to America to stay. In a span of “five years, between 30
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and 50 percent of this generation of immigrants would return home to Italy, where they were
known as ritornati.”121 Ultimately, it is clear that the focus was income-based. Whether it was to
make money for themselves, or to send home to family, the reason for immigration was money.
Meanwhile, when Jewish men came to the country alone, they were frequently like Israel
and Dora Koman, where the man was saving up money, not to provide for his family in the old
country, but to pay for their travel expenses so that they could come join him. Evidenced by
information on the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire, plenty of Italians also came to the United
States as a family or with the intent of building a new family. However, the reasons behind their
immigration in comparison to the Jews is still important for understanding the dynamic between
them. The Jews were fleeing persecution, while the Italians were fleeing poverty. Thus, the Jews,
while determined to make money themselves, were focused foremost on establishing a safe place
to live. This meant that they were then more willing to go on strike, even if it meant losing their
jobs, because they were striking for better, safer treatment, which took priority over income.
Meanwhile, the main priority of the Italians was to have a stable income, even if it was lower
than they would have liked. Thus, Italians were more likely to continue to work, rather than
going on strike alongside the Jews, because it was most important to them to have a job. For the
Italians, the benefits of going on strike and potentially achieving better working conditions did
not outweigh the cost of potentially losing that job. This led to a generalized perception of
Italians as the next source of labor that would be used to replace the Jews, which then created
antagonism between the two groups.
At factories like Triangle, the Jewish girls were often the most experienced, skilled
waistmakers. These skilled individuals, like Lemlich, made a higher wage. However, having only
recently experienced persecution in Eastern Europe, and comfortable advocating for themselves
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in economic spheres because of cultural differences, skilled Jewish women were often willing to
give up their stable jobs in order to join the strike and advocate for themselves. Their striking
abilities had limited power, though, because the factories could simply replace them when they
left. The immigrant Italian women, being raised by families who came to the United States with
the main focus of escaping poverty, were willing to take up the positions left by the Jewish girls,
even though they were paid less. Since the factories could so easily replace their skilled Jewish
workers with Italian girls who would work for less, going on strike did not hurt the factories
enough to force Triangle to settle with the strikers. This is evident in a New York Times article
from March of 1911, that describes what happened when the striking Jewish workers returned to
the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory:
“They found that each experienced girl was required to teach six Italian girls all she knew
about the business—these six being seated near her machine to see her sew. Then we
found the experienced girls, as soon as they had tone the instructing necessary, were
dismissed.
“All who had joined in the strike as leaders were dismissed, one by one, whenever
excuses, however slight, could be found. The union girls were put exclusively on the
eighth floor after others had been instructed to do their work, and this is that there are so
many employees other than Jews who met their death. The employees, up to the time of
the strike adjustment, were nearly all Jewish.”122
Not only were the Jewish and Italian immigrants divided because of naturally occurring
differences such as coming from seperate countries, but they were also divided because they
were being pitted against each other. Italians had reason to envy the Jews because the Jews made
more money than them, and Jews had reason to dislike the Italians because management replaced
their Jewish workers with Italians. The Italians did not take up the positions vacated by Jewish
people to spite them—they were simply looking for work because of their experiences with
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poverty. Management used this to their advantage, driving stakes between Jews and Italians to
keep them from unifying, and thus continuing to provide factory owners with a ready supply of
strikebreakers.
The managers relied on proliferating that race antagonism in order to further divide their
Jewish and Italian workers. Clara Lemlich claimed that once a strike never occurred because
management “told the Italian girls that the Jewish girls were striking because they hated Italians
and didn’t want to work with them.”123 Relying upon pre-existing divisions, management
blatantly lied to their workers to worsen the relationship between Jews and Italians. It was in
management’s best interest to do so, as unity between the Jews and Italians would have made the
strikes more powerful. However, if only the Jews went on strike, then management could rely on
the Italians as strikebreakers, and thus they did not really feel the full force of the intended
financial impact of the strikes.
Oftentimes, management went beyond simple lies in order to create a divide between
their employees. Rose Schneiderman, another Jewish woman and champion of labor activism,
saw that management pointedly dehumanized their employees to stop them from developing
friendships. Her quote from The New York Times exemplifies her thoughts on the subject:
“In many of the places the girls are known by numbers,” she went on. “Two girls will
work side by side for weeks without knowing each other’s names. Italians will be placed by the
side of Jews, and race antagonism worked on to keep the girls at daggers’ points, so that there
will be created a distinct feeling against any sort of organization and fellow-feeling. A good
many girls in this fight have come to know each other’s names and to know a sisterly feeling for
the first time in their lives.”124
In using numbers to identify the girls, management took away their humanity and their ability to
make friends, encouraging the workers to see their peers as numbers rather than human beings
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with names. Schneiderman drew a connection between the knowing of names and the
development of sisterly feeling, seeing that the girls absolutely had the capacity to become very
close with each other, but were prevented from doing so by management’s systems. This is yet
another example of management’s attempts to keep their workers from developing a sense of
camaraderie, and thus garnering the power needed in order to execute a strike impactful enough
to force the factories to settle with the workers.
Management also took advantage of the fact that Italian immigrants, because of their
reasons for immigrating, were willing to accept lower pay. With Italian workers at this time just
looking for a steady income, and with the majority of them formerly being rural peasants, they
did not possess the same knowledge as their Jewish counterparts. Many Jews during this time
period had come from Russian cities and already had factory experience. Even those who did
not, still came from a culture where women were expected to be engaged in the economic sphere,
and thus they were expected to know better when it came to which wages were livable. Miss
Dreier, who was president of the WTUL in 1911, recalled how management took advantage of
Italian workers, who did not possess the same degree of experience:
“The poor Italian girl,” she said, “has no conception, when she first arrives, of how short
a distance $6 a week will go in this country. She thinks the wage is fair; her more
experienced sisters know that $10 a week is less than needed to keep decently alive. And
there you have the game Harris & Blanck played—they exploited the newly arrived and
unsophisticated and turned out those to whom they pledged that they would change
conditions in their shop.”125
From Dreier’s perspective, Italian women did not take pleasure in replacing Jewish workers.
They took jobs because they were happy to have jobs, and they did not have the knowledge
necessary to realize that they were receiving less than they should have for their labor. The
Italians did not go on strike in the same quantity as the Jews, not only because of their cultural
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differences, but also because many of them were unaware of exactly how poor the working
conditions were. They had not yet discovered that the shops were offering less than a livable
wage, and thus would have had no idea of knowing that they should be joining their Jewish
counterparts in the strike.
For the Italians that were aware that they were being underpaid and treated unfairly, those
cultural differences proved to be strong deterrents to protesting. While many unions had high
levels of Jewish membership, Italians did not experience the same level of support among their
own community members. In a New York Times article from December of 1909, during the
waistmakers’ strike, an Italian immigrant shared about this issue:
An Italian girl said she earned $6 a week as a finisher. “Yes I get 4 cents a dozen for
waists,” she declared, and the audience gasped. “A priest came to our shop and told us
girls that if we struck we should go—excuse me, please, ladies—to hell.”126
We can see two important facets of the Italian waistmaking experience from this quote. The first
is that the quote contains confirming evidence that Italian girls made only six dollars per week in
the shops. This salary was a gross underpayment, hence the audience’s gasp of shock at her
words. Secondly, we can see that the Italian community did not support striking among its people
to the extent that religious leaders were advocating against such actions. This is in stark contrast
to the Jewish community, who saw support for strikes among both Jewish men and women, as
well as the Jewish newspapers. Because they immigrated with a primary focus on income, Italian
immigrants would have already found it culturally difficult to potentially sacrifice their job by
going on strike for better wages. Combining those attitudes with the naivete mentioned by Mary
Drier, as well as active discouragement from prominent leaders in their community, it is not
surprising that the Italian workers were less disposed to strike.
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While these reasons may have prevented many of the Italian immigrants from striking,
they were not blind to the reasons behind the protests. Some Italian workers were still able to
form relationships with their Jewish coworkers in spite of management’s attempts to stop them
from developing a sense of camaraderie. Shirley Novick, a Jewish women who immigrated to the
United States from Poland in 1928, shared on her experiences as a union member who worked
with Italian immigrants:
There were a lot of other Jewish women involved in the unions. After all, we were young
immigrant girls who had nothing to lose. In general, I would say that Jews have played a
very big part in union movements because we’ve always been an oppressed people. And
the Jewish women who came here understood class struggle. We had read books, we
understood politics, we were enlightened. I felt I had a responsibility to educate—if not
agitate.
For instance, I worked in one shop where all the other women were Italians. They were
more concerned with their family than with the union, and they were frightened of “il
padrone.” But I used to come in and sit by the machine and tell the women stories from
Sholom Aleichem and other books I read. The women gradually put down their sewing to
listen, so the boss would yell at me. Even though the other women never became
involved in union activity, they learned a lot from me. They elected me to be their
delegate to settle prices with our bosses.127
Novick’s story took place at least twenty years after the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, but the themes
that she addressed still apply to the Jewish and Italian workers who came before her. Novick
suggested that Jewish women were active in union membership because of their shared history of
oppression, and also because many of them were well-educated in the ways that they needed to
be in order to understand their rights. Meanwhile, the Italian immigrants were focused on earning
wages for their families, and feared the repercussions that might have come with union
membership. However, they still saw the merit in what Novick had to say—they understood her
and asked for her help in advocating for themselves. This information corroborates the themes
mentioned previously, and also implies that Jews and Italians could collaborate, despite
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management’s efforts to keep them apart. If people like Blanck and Harris fully succeeded in
driving a stake between Jews and Italians, then the Italian women would never have felt
comfortable asking Novick for her support. Ultimately, Novick provides an example of how well
things could go when the two different groups were able to work together in advocacy.
While perhaps the workers were able to find more unity when Jews and Italians joined
side by side in the strikes, it is still true that the Italians often felt somewhat excluded, as they
were in a largely Jewish environment. For example, the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909 began with the
repetition of a Jewish oath that was spoken in Yiddish, which the Italian strikers would not have
known nor understood. They were thus excluded from this instrumental moment in the strike.
This was not a standalone moment, as Yiddish had become “the principal language of union
meetings,” and “Italians complained that they could not fully participate in local
deliberations.”128 Schneiderman recognized that this was a problem, and went searching for a
solution. She looked among the Italian community for potential leaders, enlisting the help of
local priests in the Brooklyn area. Her goal was to “create the same ethnic institutional supports
in the Italian community that Jewish women workers enjoyed.”129 This was an interesting place
to look for support, as other priests had spoken out against the strikes. However, Schneiderman
saw the sway that these leaders held over the community, and so she was looking in the correct
place for the type of meaningful support that would have made a difference to the Italian
workers. Schneiderman saw that having a sense of community was important for keeping
workers dedicated to activism, and that having leaders who represented them would help the
Italian workers develop that community within activism, as well as giving them the support they
needed in the face of the backlash from others within their community.
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It was important to the labor movement that Italians and Jews would be able to overcome
their differences and join together in strikes like the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909. This sort of unity
would have hurt the factory management financially because they would have struggled to hire
strikebreakers if so many of the available workforce was involved in the strike. This position
would have given the strikers more advocating power, which was essential to garment industry
laborers in the face of their much more powerful management. While the law may have
prohibited some of the mistreatment that the workers underwent, the laws were not enforced.
When the workers went out on strike because of this, the police beat the workers to break up the
strike, exhibiting the strikers’ lack of power in comparison to management and city officials.
Only when wealthy women joined their sides, did the strikers see a reprieve in the beatings they
faced from police.130 This further emphasizes that, even with a strike as impactful as the
Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, New York City’s garment industry saw an imbalance of power that
prevented the strikers from negotiating reforms with every single factory in the city.
***
The Shirtwaist Strike of 1909 proved to be a powerful moment for garment industry
workers. Some of their demands were met, but more importantly, they recognized that their
demands were essential—both the basic needs and Schneiderman’s “roses,” too. It proved to be a
significant example of the power in women supporting women, but unfortunately, that power that
they were able to garner as a unified community was still not enough to negotiate reforms with
all of the factories that they rose up against, Triangle included. This was partially because, while
the Jewish community was able to unify based upon their shared experiences, management
purposefully exacerbated divisions between the Jewish workers and other immigrant groups to
keep them from developing an even stronger, broader, more powerful sense of camaraderie that
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could help the workers gain the necessary influence over management. Ultimately, we can see
that community was essential to developing ideas of reform, as well as working towards that
reform, and that Jewish communities fostered the environment to develop such movements. As
much as there was power in community, though, there was still not enough power to settle with
the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory and make the reforms that may have prevented the fire.
While it is true that through the experiences of the Jewish and Italian women in the
garment industry we can see how developing a sense of community helped workers to unify
towards a common cause, there are some areas which my argument does not address. We can see
this in the essentialization of Jewish women, and also in the much less in-depth analysis of life as
an Italian working woman in early twentieth century New York, in comparison to my
understanding of Jewish women. This, just as in my first chapter, is yet another example of how
one’s own biases can impact their research. As a Jewish woman, I sought information that
confirmed the notion that there was something uniquely special about Jewish women which
made them leaders in garment industry activism. I cite Orleck, who stated that Eastern European
Jewish culture saw women as particularly suited to economic endeavors. However, did this
cultural belief come about because of a true propensity, or did Jewish women do such economic
work because this belief was put upon them? In this chapter, I initially neglected to consider an
alternative to the idea that Jewish women were activists because they were Jewish, sometimes
ignoring other unifying factors.
It is true that Jews found community in other Jews, and Italians found community in
other Italians. But it is also true that Jews and Italians could find community together by sharing
work experiences, some activist experiences, and gender-related experiences as well. However,
in spite of this potential for cross-ethnic collaboration, which did happen, oftentimes these
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differences led to animosity, as I covered in this chapter. The sort of attitude I presented in this
chapter, that Jewish women had something about them that made them uniquely suited to being
leaders, is not unlike the attitudes of the Jewish women about whom I wrote. Such attitudes
contributed to that antagonism between Jews and Italians when they could have bonded over the
experiences they shared. For example, Alice Kessler-Harris states that:
Solidarity among women was limited by ethnic and class antagonisms that persistently
interfered with the best efforts of organizers, and of which the organizers themselves
were often guilty. Organizers repeatedly complained that their work was hampered by
ethnic conflict among women. Jewish women thought they were superior unionists. They
treated non-Jews in the garment shops suspiciously complaining, for example, that Polish
women would listen to their speeches quietly and then report them to the boss. Italian
women were felt to be unreliable allies, and fear that they would not join in a strike
sometimes hindered other garment workers from going out.131
Here, we can see that Jewish women themselves believed that they were superior activists and
that they did not trust workers from other ethnic groups. This bias then shows that early
twentieth-century Jewish women’s statements about Italian women would be likely to contain
such biases, and would then not necessarily present the whole truth of what it meant to be a
working class Italian woman in New York City. My own biases as a Jewish woman led me to go
into my analysis of the Italian experience without questioning these sources on Jewish women’s
discussions of Italian activism, ultimately leading me to present a rather one-sided argument
about the Italian experience. However, there are examples of the strengths of Italian activism,
and what the Jewish experience and the media fail to cover in regard to said activism.
Just as much of early twentieth-century Jewish American history can be found in Jewish
newspapers, the same was true of Italian immigrants and Italian newspapers. Thus, when using
English language sources on the Italian experience, my thesis excludes some important
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information that would point to activism among immigrant Italian women. It is also important to
note that Italian women conducted their activism in different spaces than Jewish women, which
is part of why I did not initially come across that information in my analysis of Italian
involvement in the strike of 1909. I focused on the ILGWU, a union which many Italian women
did not trust. To see their activism, Gabaccia and Guglielmo both assert the importance of the
home. Gabaccia emphasizes how life revolved around the home, and how Italian immigrants
continued patterns from Italy in the United States, meanwhile, Guglielmo dives a step further
into the sorts of conversations happening in the home, where women might have spoken about
activist causes.132, 133 Because these conversations were happening in Italian in the home, rather
than at union meetings or with the English-speaking press, I did not come across them in my
research on the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909.
Italian women workers went beyond conversation in their activism. According to
Guglielmo, they were often even more militant in their activism than Eastern European Jewish
immigrants, leading to disagreements between the two ethnic groups. She writes of support
among generations of Italian women for their activism, and that Italian newspapers frequently
supported displays of rebellion such as walkouts. Many Italian immigrants belonged to the
Industrial Workers of the World, or the IWW, which was a group “Founded by a variety of
socialists, anarchists, and trade unionists,” that “sought to organize workers who were excluded
from the craft unions— women, migrant workers, people of color— into ‘One Big Union.’”134
Guglielmo states of the IWW that “Together they hoped to take over the means of production
and distribution through workplace actions that would cripple capitalism and end the class
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system.”135 This activist group proved to be an important space for Italian women, and it
interacted with the ILGWU around the time of the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909. Since I was focused
on the ILGWU and the NYWTUL, I did not pay particular attention to other unions, as I was
looking at those that specifically had high Jewish membership.
The Italian press covered strikes and union work other than the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909
and the ILGWU. Their press coverage highlighted the brave work of Italian women laborers,
which I did not come across as I was largely focused on shirtwaist shops, meanwhile these other
factories produced different products. Nonetheless, their work is notable, despite receiving little
attention than the highly publicized Shirtwaist Strike of 1909. Guglielmo writes:
The popular Italian-language daily newspapers in New York City, such as Il Bollettino della Sera
and Il Progresso Italo-Americano , covered the shirtwaist strike only briefly. But they gave
considerable attention to another strike occurring that same month, just across the Hudson River
in Hoboken, New Jersey. There, Italian women textile workers engaged in a month-long strike
for livable wages, shorter work hours, and improved working conditions, and they did so
alongside Italian men, and Armenian, Russian, German, Polish, and other immigrant women and
men. As a result of their success, the ILGWU and WTUL recruited Arturo Caroti, an IWW
organizer of the strike, manager of a cooperative store owned by the Hoboken silk workers, and
administrator for the Italian socialist newspaper Il Proletario , to organize Italian women garment
workers in New York City. But while Caroti gained public notoriety as the leader of the
Hoboken strike, it was the pinzettatrici (pinchers)—Italian women in the worst-paid and most
monotonous jobs as pieceworkers in the silk industry— who had formed the most militant core
of strikers. Their successful efforts at forging cross-ethnic alliances with other textile and
clothing workers under the IWW banner before and during the strike explains, in part, why
immigrant workers in West New York, Hackensack, Passaic, Paterson, North Hudson, Jersey
City, and New York City, walked off their jobs in solidarity with the Hoboken movement. 136
Here, we can see that Italian women did considerable activist work in the same time period and
similar areas as the Eastern European Jewish activists, and that such events were not given the
same degree of attention. I did not initially come across such examples of Italian activism as I
read English-language sources, and largely relied on Jewish interpretations of Italian
involvement. It is also important to note that, prior to the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, Italian
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membership in unions like the ILGWU was much lower than it was after the strike, which could
explain why some of my primary sources looked down upon their Italian peers, in addition to
influences from bosses who tried to sew animosity among the workers.
Ultimately, through Italian-centric works like those of Gabaccia and Guglielmo, we can
see that immigrant Italian women workers were activists in their own right. Due to language
barriers, differences in opinion, and distrust sewn by people like factory management, there were
times when Jewish and Italian women struggled with camaraderie, but we can also see
cross-ethnic solidarity in that the IWW sometimes worked on the same issues as the ILGWU,
and in that Italian participation in the ILGWU grew over time. This is also clear in the
recruitment of Arturo Caroti by both the ILGWU and the NYWTUL, seeking solidarity with the
IWW. Just because Italian immigrants were not as active in the ILGWU prior to the Shirtwaist
Strike of 1909 does not mean that they were not activists in their own right, that activism simply
shows up in different unions and newspapers than the sources on which I focused. Since I
specifically focused on the process of the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, rather than the changes to
union membership after the strike, I did not see the influx of Italian participants or the
recruitment of figures like Arturo Caroti. This is yet another example of why looking at multiple
influences that establish community is important. Italian women and Eastern European Jewish
women shared factory experiences and some union experiences, but looking into the community
among their ethnic groups provides even greater detail as to how these people bonded and battled
for their rights.
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Chapter 3
The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire: Activism and Causes
Despite all that the women behind the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909 were able to change, they
were not able to prevent the devastation of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire. In this chapter, I
will establish why this fire in particular was significantly devastating, while New York City’s
garment industry had seen many before it. Then, I will discuss why the fire happened, ultimately
arguing that management’s relationship with their employees led to the creation of such
conditions. Management’s clear disrespect towards their employees was puzzling, however,
when examined through the lens of Judaism. This is because Triangle’s management was very
similar to its employees in ethnicity and religion, yet they somehow lacked that sense of
brotherhood that may have otherwise prevented them from dismissing and actively working
against the needs of their employees. This asserts the importance of Judaism as a focal point
through which to analyze early twentieth-century New York City’s labor movements. After
exploring all of these dynamics, I then discuss the aftermath of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory
Fire, ultimately arguing that the fire was significant to labor reform because it helps us to see that
a certain degree of power was necessary in order to fight influential individuals like Triangle’s
management. This realization about power after the fire was important to the development of the
women’s suffrage movement, as working women realized that they needed to be able to vote in
order to have a say in the legislation and legislatures that were meant to advocate for them in the
face of garment industry management.

Why Was the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire So Devastating?:
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If the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909 was the unions’ great success, then the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory Fire was its great failure. One of the reasons why the fire was so devastating
is because of the drastic difference between these two events. The strike allowed some workers,
“especially those in the smaller [shops] that had settled early, [to win] all their demands,” and for
those who did not, the strike at least “proved that tens of thousands of Jewish girls and young
women could sustain a strike.”137 The strike was ultimately successful in a multitude of ways,
and provided hope for the future of labor rights as well as the women’s rights movement.138 The
fire, conversely, was “the deadliest industrial fire in New York City’s history,” and, according to
Lemlich’s quote, could have easily been prevented had Triangle settled and become a union
shop.139 Evidently, many saw the fire as being directly related to the demands expressed by the
strikers, and leaders like Lemlich not only found it personally devastating, but also devastating to
the movement, in spite of the fire’s effect in galvanizing further support for labor rights.
One of the reasons why the contrast between the success of the strike and the failure of
the fire was felt so deeply is because these events were not only close in subject, but also close in
time frame. The Shirtwaist Strike of 1909 began in the late summer of that year, and picked up
momentum in November of 1909 when Lemlich gave her speech that led to the Uprising of the
Twenty-Thousand.140 The strike then continued on for a few more months, eventually coming to
an end around March of 1910.141 The fire would then occur exactly a year later on March 25,
1911.
Around this time, some of the strikers were probably in the middle of enjoying the fruits
of their protests, having been fortunate enough to have their demands met. Others, while not so
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fortunate in gaining better working conditions for themselves, were still in the position to
appreciate the proof that they were able to come together, and that the strength in their numbers
could lead to a genuine improvement in working conditions. However, the Triangle Shirtwaist
Factory Fire would have brought all of that hope crashing down. It was proof that in many ways,
very little had changed at all. According to Mary Domsky-Abrams, the 1911 fire was not
Triangle’s first fire, but its third. Similarly, the Rosen brothers, who owned another waistmaking
shop, had also experienced multiple fires. To have such a devastating fire at Triangle, and to have
it be a repetition of past events that occurred prior to the strike, emphasized to the strikers that
there was still much to be done regarding the improvement of working conditions. This
realization might have made some of the strikers’ prior achievements feel depressingly
inconsequential. The fire ultimately fueled the movement further, inspiring increased advocacy
for improved working conditions, however that did not mitigate its effects on the people of New
York City and the broader Jewish Community.
Why did Triangle have such a significant impact on the labor movement and the Jewish
community, especially when so many fires had occurred before? One of the reasons could be the
high death toll—the loss of 146 lives. However, it could arguably be something more personal.
Mary Domsky-Abrams claimed that all of Jewish New York showed up for the funerals, and
while she may have exaggerated, her impression still stands that a large number of people were
personally touched by the event. News of the fire even traveled all the way across the Atlantic
Ocean, sending Eastern European Jewish parents into a frenzy, each family worried that Triangle
was the factory where their own daughters worked. These sentiments emphasize how close the
working class in New York and the Jewish community felt to the events of the fire. Hundreds of
people must have lost those that they loved. For those who did not experience loss themselves,
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they probably read the news of the dead and thought “that could have been one of my loved
ones,” or even “that could have been me.” Some people, like Max Hochfield and Clara Lemlich,
were personally touched by the fire, searching through the charred bodies looking for their
family members. Those who were fortunate enough to not be in their position though, probably
realized that they could have easily been the ones searching through the bodies themselves had
fate worked out a little differently. This knowledge and fear, the “that could have been me”
feeling, made the fire a poignant event that brought about the demand for better working
conditions with renewed fervor.
But why did the fire even happen in the first place? It was exactly the sort of event the
strikers had been working to prevent, and they had managed to settle with other shops, so why
not Triangle? The NYWTUL and the ILGWU were both feeling hopeful—they saw the strike as
successful in many ways. And yet, only a year later, catastrophe hit the Triangle Shirtwaist
Factory and all those it touched. In this next section I will explore some of the causes behind the
fire, citing instances where Triangle fought against the union.

Causes Behind the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire:
The ultimate cause of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire was the relationship between
management and the workers. This is because of how management viewed their workers,
frequently seeing them as lesser and seizing opportunities to dehumanize their employees. This
treatment included a failure to listen to their workers’ demands when they went on strike. Even if
complying with those demands could not have prevented the fire itself, then they still would have
lowered the number of deaths, according to figures like Lemlich.
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Nevertheless, factory management sought to silence the voices of their workers, even
though their demands could have made such a massive difference. From the Shirtwaist Strike of
1909, we know that when the girls rose up, demanding better wages, management came down
upon them with belittling words, claiming that the girls were simply exaggerating. Management
assigned the girls numbers and told lies in an attempt to further agitate poor relations between
their Jewish and Italian workers, and women had to defend themselves against gender based
discrimination. However, the dehumanization of their employees did not stop there. Factory
owners exhibited a blatant lack of trust in their employees, which was demonstrated by the
closed-door policies maintained by many factories, including the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory.
Lemlich, among many others, credited Triangle’s locked doors as being the reason behind
why the fire was so catastrophic. The owners of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, Blanck and
Harris left both sets of doors open in the mornings when the employees were coming in to work,
but promptly locked them upon starting time to incentivize the workers to arrive early.142 Despite
having these two sets of doors available, Blanck and Harris only allowed one set of doors to open
at the end of the day when the workers were leaving— the front doors on Washington Place
stayed closed while Greene Street’s were opened.143 This made it so that all three floors of
employees had to share a single exit.144
Blanck and Harris had the doors closed to save money on watchmen, as all exits had
guards who checked the purses of every single woman before she left for the day. In the factory,
“there was the searching of your purse or any package you happen to have lest you may have
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taken a bit of lace or thread,” even though the purses were usually used to carry lunches.145 The
employees found it insulting that Blanck and Harris did not trust them in the shops. Mary
Domsky-Abrams expressed her feelings in an interview:
We considered it to be the greatest insult to have to open our pocketbooks and show that
we weren't stealing anything. The bosses lawyers said this was necessary because the
workers brought along these pocketbooks with the intention of slipping out some waists.
I retorted, heatedly, that they should be ashamed of spreading such slanders. The fact was
that, even if the workers had wanted to steal anything, it would have been impossible,
because when bundles of work were distributed, every item was counted and listed on the
tickets. And when the work was completed, everything was counted again. 146
This is yet another example of factory owners spreading lies—claiming that the pocketbooks
were for stealing when in reality they were necessary for carrying lunches to work. Just as the
owners lied to the Italian workers to spread animosity between Jewish and Italian immigrants,
they also told other lies about the works in order to justify their actions.
Mary claimed that the bosses’ lawyers made excuses about the locked door in an attempt
to defend them.147 It is possible that these excuses were a very necessary part of their defense, as
there may have been laws in place prohibiting locked doors in factory settings. This October
1913 newspaper clipping from The Evening World expresses issues with a legal case regarding
factory owners and locked doors:
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In this clipping, a judge expressed regret over not being able to more severely punish factory
owners for locking their doors, even after already applying the maximum penalty. Ultimately the
article advocates for changes to legislation and the need for proper sentiment on the issue, as
factory owners were actively choosing not to comply with the law.
Interestingly, this article was published about two and a half years after the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory, which had a famously high death toll due to its closed doors, and yet, very
little had been done to improve working conditions. The article addresses the irony of calling for
change at that point, as the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory had been so devastating, galvanizing the
necessary sentiment for change, but still, the owners did not listen. This illustrates the frustration
148
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of the many employees and union members who advocated for better working conditions
together in order to make their call stronger, and yet, sometimes they still did not see change.
Even when the law was supposed to protect the employees, the law did not protect them well
enough. Perhaps the punishment was not severe enough to incentivize factory owners to comply,
and so the workers still suffered from poor working conditions. The owners did not properly feel
the weight of accountability.

The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory and Unions
Triangle ultimately never became a union shop, neither during the Shirtwaist Strike of
1909 nor afterwards. After the 1909 strike, “Triangle owners Max Blanck and Isaac Harris
formed the ‘Triangle Employees Benevolent Association’ a company union, and installed
relatives as officers,” as a part of an attempt to satisfy their workers.149 Employees were not
allowed to participate in any union other than Triangle’s own union, and would be fired if they
did not comply. While the company could be granted the benefit of the doubt— that perhaps they
created the union with the best interest of their employees in mind, there is too much evidence
dictating otherwise. Harris’s indiscretions clearly indicate sexism, and a lack of respect for his
employees. Similarly, Bernstein, a manager related to the owners, evidently saw the workers as
lesser than him and the owners, stating once “It is a remarkable thing! We're living in such
wonderful times! When did workers ever know about theaters and concerts? And now--they
occupy almost all the seats at performances….”150 Bernstein’s comment was ill-received by the
employees to which it was said. The girls felt slighted by his comment, replying, “Mr.Bonstein
[sic], the workers are more entitled to enjoy these than the bosses are.”151 Here, it is evident that
149
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while management created a union for their employees, it was probably not with their best
interests in mind, considering that management saw their employees as being lesser than them.
Triangle also failed to comply with the union during the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909. Why
would they refuse to comply with the union then, only to create their own union? It seems
unlikely that they were willing to have their union make the same changes that would have been
made in 1909, if they refused to be a part of those changes only two years prior. This is also
illustrated behind some of the possible motivations for Triangle’s famously locked doors:
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This excerpt from a March 1911 article from The New York Times was released just two days
after the fire. The quote came from a Miss Leonora O’Reilly, who was a leader in a strike against
the Triangle Waist Company in a previous year. O’Reilly pointed out that, while it was not
necessarily the initial intention behind management’s locking of the doors, the policy ended up
benefitting the factory owners as it prevented workers from leaving their machines in the middle
of the workday to go on strike. If the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, upon forming their own union
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for their employees, actually supported their rights, then they would not have kept policies in
place which prevented employees from expressing their needs through striking.
This point exemplifies that, while the Triangle Waist Company created its own union, the
union probably did not do much for the workers considering that many had demonstrated a
desire for improved working conditions during the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, and yet so little
actually changed at Triangle before the fire. Mary Dreier, who was the president of the
NYWTUL from 1906 to 1914, made comments to The New York Times just after the Triangle
Shirtwaist Fire, reflecting on how she felt about Blanck and Harris. Dreier said that during the
strikes, “The worst of all the firms we had to deal with was that of Harris & Blanck.”153 She
continued on:
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From Dreier’s quote, it seems as though the owners of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory did
actually feel the effects of the strike. Blanck and Harris felt, however, that formally conceding
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would have hurt their business. In an effort to put an end to the strike, Blanck made that promise
that the changes would come so long as the girls went back to work, and they believed him. It is
interesting that the owners felt as though giving into the strike before the workers came back
would hurt their business reputation. Did Blanck and Harris want to appear tough on their
employees? What bad things could have possibly happened to them for listening to their
employees?
If Blanck and Harris were concerned about appearing tough on their employees, they
absolutely succeeded. In fact, they did not hold true to their promise to the NYWTUL. Here is
what happened when the girls went back to work:
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Dreier reported that once the girls had gone back to work, Blanck and Harris had them train new
employees and then promptly fired those who had come back after the strike, failing to make the
promised changes that the union had demanded. This further emphasizes that Blanck and Harris
had no intention of making their company’s own union into something that would actually help
their workers, they just wanted to quell the unrest enough to continue efficient production.
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Additionally, in replacing Jewish workers with Italian workers, management further exacerbated
race antagonism, driving a deeper divide between two groups who should have been united in
their fight against poor working conditions.
Not only did the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory’s management fail to comply with the union
demands, but they also purposefully schemed against the unions to circumvent the negative
effects of striking on productivity without giving in to union requests. From the way the girls
talked about them, Blanck and Harris seemed like some sort of tricksters, relying on the goodwill
and hope from the less powerful workers in order to trick them, using their own power to
continue to exploit the workers. Blanck and Harris heard the demands, they knew exactly what
the workers wanted, but they simply did not want to give it to them. This refusal to comply with
or even compromise with the workers led to a continuation of dangerous working conditions,
both causing and exacerbating the fire.

The Fire and the Trial
Max Hochfield felt that the combination of baskets of scraps and oily floors were the
perfect kindling to send the factory up in flames. Mary stated that “pieces of cloth from the
cutting room were strewn on the floor, ” and nearly every account of the fire includes some sort
of information about the locked doors.156 The factory was not kept tidy, and while spare bits of
fabric were not necessarily unclean, they were absolutely a fire hazard. It is speculated that one
of these buckets of fabric is actually where the fire started in the first place, and the other pieces
of cloth fed the flames. These buckets were especially a fire hazard because Blanck and Harris
did not treat all of their employees equally, and this unequal treatment may have led to the
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arrogance and carelessness that ignited the bucket of cloth. In America’s Jewish Women, author
Pamela S. Nadell offers her own compilation of speculations on how the fire began:
The factory prohibited smoking, but the skilled cutters, who knew just how to lay out a
pattern with minimum waste and whose knives could slice through many layers of cloth
in one sweep, took liberties. As the best paid workers in the shop, they arrogated to
themselves the privilege of breaking the rules. Later a fire marshal would speculate that
someone had tossed a still-lit match or cigarette into the scrap bin, igniting the blaze.157
So what caused the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire? The literal answer was a spare spark
lighting in that bucket of scraps, but the answer goes deeper. We can see this in how Blanck and
Harris’s management is what created the environment where certain workers felt valued over
others, and how this treatment led to them feeling as though they could break the rules, even if
those rules were in place due to safety concerns. It is also important to note that the famed 1911
tragedy was not this factory’s first fire. Mary recalled how it went when she brought up this fact
at the trial after the fire:
A judge or a lawyer, I don't remember which asked me whether I thought the fire was
started by the company. I replied that while the company spokesmen claimed they didn't
know just where the fire broke out, the fact was that this wasn't the first, but the third fire
at the company, which could be verified very easily.
The company lawyer jumped up, interrupting me, and started to shout that I wasn't telling
the truth, that I had deliberately come to court in a black dress with a white collar in order
to impress the jury.158
From the defense lawyer’s response, it is clear that they were worried about how what Mary said
would impact the trial. Was it well known that Triangle had previous fires? Did they attempt to
cover it up? Did Triangle make changes after these fires in order to prevent them from occurring
again in the future? Considering the factory’s history in responding to worker’s demands, it
seems unlikely that they actually made considerable changes to try to prevent these fires. Even if
they did make changes, such as the rule prohibiting smoking, it is clear that management did not
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enforce the rules that had been in place due to safety concerns. Similarly, the floors were
supposed to have buckets filled with water, but as Mary recounted, the buckets were not always
filled, including on the day of the 1911 fire.
Jewish and Italian girls alike experienced injustice surrounding the trial. Not only did the
lawyer interrupt Mary and try to discredit her testimony, but Blanck and Harris also tried to
prevent their employees from testifying at all. Josephine Nicolosi, who was presumably Italian,
recalled that Blanck attempted to bribe her so that she would not speak on the issue:
Blanck offered me $1,000 to change my testimony. You know the company held back one
week’s pay all the time. That is why after the fire we had to go to an empty store - I don’t
remember where - to collect the pay the company held back…
He said to me, “Come here you. Why you say the door’s locked.” I said to him, “That is
the truth.” He said, “How much do you want.” I screamed to the police, “He wants me to
cheat my friends.”159
Josephine’s account of her interaction with Blanck corroborates what both Max and Mary said
about the trial—that it was corrupt. Josephine, out of loyalty to her friends, rejected Blanck’s
offer, but how many people took the money and kept quiet? Blanck and Harris purposefully
obstructed justice, even after the fire, for their own betterment. They not only schemed against
the unions, but also the law. Josephine account also illustrates that Blanck and Harris’s
callousness hurt multiple communities, as Jewish girls like Mary mourned their Jewish friends,
and Italian girls like Josephine mourned their Italian friends who died in the fire. Like Mary,
Josephine also had a friend, Vincenza Bellanti, who was engaged when she died in the flames.
It is interesting that Triangle had previous fires and still did not see the merit to making
changes to how the factory was run. These fires were devastating to workers, many of them
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perishing in the flames or losing friends and family, but they were also financially devastating for
business owners. The damages from the fire surely cost Blanck and Harris plenty of money,
Josephine's story illustrates that they incurred costs from bribing survivors, and Mary also
recalled the owners losing money by eventually offering reparations to those affected by the fire.
Additionally, the Rosen Brothers had also owned a garment shop at the same time as Blanck and
Harris, and they experienced factory fires prior to the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909. This excerpt
from The New York Tribune on March 29th, 1909 illustrates the impact of the fires at the Rosen
Brothers factory:
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The Rosen Brothers, who also owned a Shirtwaist Factory, experienced two fires within
forty-eight hours of each other, leading to a total of about $30,000 in damages. While this was
clearly bad for the workers, the Rosen Brothers were also hurt by the fires as a business. This
calculation, though it only reaches 1913 rather than 1909, shows that $30,000 would amount to
over $860,000 in 2022.161 Evidently, the damages from the fires were no small loss, and the
Rosen Brothers seemed to realize that a change needed to happen. After only five weeks of
protests during the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, the Rosen Brothers settled with the strikers.162 One
would think that, even though Triangle’s management evidently did not value the opinions or
demands of their employees, that they would at least see the merit to making a potentially smart
financial decision, as the Rosen Brothers did. Instead, they shelled out money in damages to their
factory and in their handling of those who were affected by the 1911 fire.
Blanck and Harris never properly settled with the strikers. They tricked them into coming
back to work, only to fire the girls who came back, or isolate the unionists together so that they
could not spread their sentiments to the other workers. Triangle formed its own union, but that
was most likely done without the best interests of the workers in mind. Their failure to change
culminated in a catastrophic fire. According to Lemlich, Mary Domsky-Abrams, and many
others, Triangle’s locked doors were what made the death toll so high. In her testimony at the
trial, Mary recalled that she said that “if the front elevator had also been in use and if the front
door had been open, there would not have been so many victims. I pointed to the lock on the
door, which was brought in as evidence, to corroborate my statements.”163 These issues created a
catastrophe for garment industry workers across New York, devastating the unions that had
worked so hard to prevent such an event. The fire was also catastrophic from a business
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perspective, as Triangle never recovered financially after the fire, closing only seven years later
in 1918.164 This was quite an early end considering that business in the New York garment
industry continued on well throughout the rest of the century.165 Perhaps if Blanck and Harris had
listened to their workers, implementing change and adapting throughout the years, they would
have been able to survive as a business for a much greater amount of time in New York City’s
garment industry.

Understanding Triangle’s Social Dynamics
Blanck and Harris maintained that dynamic where management held a clear lack of
respect for Triangle’s employees, even though some of their demands may have even had
financial merit that could benefit the owners. This dynamic, their purposeful failure to listen to
their workers, is particularly interesting because Blanck and Harris were not so different from the
workers they looked down upon. In this section, I will explore the similarities between Triangle’s
management and their employees in regards to their relationships to New York City’s Jewish
community, and I will also speculate as to what created this power dynamic of entitlement and a
lack of respect for management’s own community members.
A multitude of factors contributed to the miniature community that existed within the
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory. Some people worked alongside family members, while others
worked alongside fellow countrymen and women. The employees also shared in the experiences
of the working conditions at the factory and the dynamics between them and their bosses. These
commonalities among the people who worked in the factory most likely led to the creation of a
complex and well-connected community within the Jewish community.
164

“Shirtwaist Kings,” PBS, Published 2011,
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/shirtwaist-kings/.
165
Joshua Carney and Robert Sheiffer, conversation with author, February 20, 2022.

89

Family in the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory
Factories like the Triangle Shirtwaist Company’s often employed multiple members of
the same family, just like Esther and Max Hochfield. Blanck and Harris exhibited these sorts of
relationships themselves, as many of their own family members worked at Triangle, particularly
higher up in management positions. For example, the union that Triangle’s management formed
specifically for their own shop was largely run by family members of management. These sorts
of close-knit family relationships were common within the same shop, not only among
management, but also among the working class people they so frequently disrespected. For
example, when Fanny Wald immigrated to the United States from Russia as a young girl with her
father in 1906, they went to work in the same sweatshop making dresses. Fanny worked on one
side of the factory, while he worked on the other. Perhaps they saw each other throughout the
day, but they were not each other’s constant companion as they went about their work.166 Fanny’s
“heart burned for [her] father because [she] saw the way he was sweating and working.”167 He
would never spend money on himself, as he was always saving to send for Fanny’s mother and
sisters, so Fanny sometimes saved a penny to buy an apple for herself and another for her father.
Family relationships like Fanny and her father, and Esther and Max, illustrate how Jewish people
from the same communities came together to make up the community of the factories in which
they worked.
While Fanny and her father did not necessarily work at Triangle specifically, it is possible
that many people working in the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory were related to each other, just as
Fanny and her father, and just as Esther and Max Hochfield. While a common last name does not
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necessarily confirm a familial tie, the Jewish fire survivors list contains: three Bernsteins, two
Brenmans, two Brodskys, four Goldsteins, two Lehrers, and four Rosens. The list does not
always specify that there were family relationships between these people who shared last names,
but inferences about their relationships can be made through information such as their Jewish
religion, the place from which they emigrated, the length of time they spent in the United States,
their marital status, their age, the street on which they lived, and the cemetery in which they were
buried. For example Ida Brodsky and Sarah Brodsky were both single Jewish women, they were
born in Russia, and they were buried in the same cemetery. They also had an age difference of
only six years, but they had different parents and they lived in different locations. It could be
possible that they were cousins, though.
Another example of fire victims who were most likely related are Julia Rosen and Israel
Rosen. Julia was a thirty-five year old Jewish widow from Russia who lived at 78 Clinton Street,
New York, NY and was buried in Mt Zion Cemetery. Meanwhile, Israel Rosen was a seventeen
year old single Jewish young man from Russia who lived at 78 Clinton Street, New York, NY
and was buried in Mt Zion Cemetery. Additionally, “He was the son of Louis Rosen and Julia
Stettman.”168 Julia Rosen’s maiden name was not Stettman, however, it is possible that she could
have been his aunt, or maybe an older cousin. She could also have been married twice, and
perhaps be Israel Rosen’s father’s second wife. It is also possible that the shared last name, living
address, and place of burial were entirely a coincidence. However, all sorts of family members of
the owners of Triangle did not share in such things, and yet they were still related. Examples
such as this emphasize that there are so many possibilities, beyond the most obvious, that
employees at Triangle were related to each other, just as management worked alongside family.
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We can absolutely see a confirmed relationship between sisters Lena and Mary Goldstein,
who were both the daughters of Samuel Goldstein and Fannie Rubenstein.169 Similarly, Rosie and
Sarah Brenman were both the daughters of Israel Brenman and Itta Greenberg.170 David Lehrer
and Esther Lehrer also lost two sons on the day of the fire with the deaths of nineteen year old
Sam and eighteen year old Max.171 Ultimately, some of these surname similarities clearly
indicated a family relationship upon further research, some of the similarities led to possible, but
uncertain relationships, and others seemed to have no relationship at all. This does not account
for other family relationships by marriage, which would not necessarily be indicated by last
name. Again, this was true for many of the survivors of the fire, who did not necessarily share
surnames with the owners of the factory, but were related to them in some way through blood or
marriage.172 Ultimately, these family relationships were just one of the many ways in which the
employees of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory were connected to each other, making up their own
microcosm of the Jewish community within the factory. These relationships also provide an
example of one of the reasons why Triangle’s management, because of their Jewish family, were
not so different from their employees, even though they disrespected their workers as if they
were lesser than them.
The Italian workers, just like the Jewish workers, also worked alongside friends and
family members. Joesephine Nicolosi recalled that “Vincenza Bellanti,” was “engaged to marry
[Josephine’s] cousin Frank.”173 And when Josephine finally escaped the flames, she was walked
home by a boy from her block and a friend who “was also from the fire.” Similarly Anna Pidone,
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who was a forelady, worked with her friends and family. She was probably Italian, as Anna
crossed herself before she tried to jump out the window during the fire.174 Anna lost her sister in
the fire, and also felt guilty because “a week before [she] got [her] neighbor a job at Harris &
Blank [sic]. She had 5 children. She was burned to death.”175 Here we can see the community
dynamics among Italian workers at Triangle, and the impact those dynamics had on their losses.
Though they were not related to the bosses as some of the Jewish workers were, and did not
share the same cultural background as the Jews, the Italians still worked alongside family and
friends, and had their own sense of camaraderie from those relationships.
Not only did most of the factory staff consist of immigrants who shared the bond of their
familial relationships with one another, as well as similar experiences in the old country, but so
did the factory leadership. For example, Samuel Bernstein, the manager much-disliked by Mary,
was related by marriage to both of the factory owners, Blanck and Harris. He was also related to
a Sam Bernstein, who lost his brother Morris in the fire.176 Morris was a nineteen-year old Jewish
immigrant from Russia who had been in the United States for eighteen-months at the time of his
death.177 Manager Samuel Bernstein’s connection to a Russian Jewish immigrant implies that it is
likely that he was also a Russian Jewish man, and possibly an immigrant himself. This
connection also suggests that Blanck and Harris were also both Jewish, and most likely Russian
as well, because the social stratification between Russian and German Jews in early
twentieth-century New York would never have allowed German Jews to be related to the Russian
Bernstein by marriage.
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It is clear that the owners of the factory shared significant commonalities with their
employees— they worked alongside family, were a part of the immigrant experience, and they
even came from the same part of Europe. They were all seen as lower class than the German
Jews, and coped with the same difficulties of transitioning to a new culture and a new country. A
man named Joseph Flecher even recalled that one of the owners, Harris, had a “wife [who] was
real Yidische, balabustische woman,” showing that he associated closely with Eastern European
immigrant women, just like those who he employed at the factory.178 However, despite these
clear shared experiences between the families of owners of the factory and many of their
employees’ families, Blanck, Harris, and Bernstein all held disdainful attitudes towards the
people who worked for them. Ultimately, family and shared experiences only mattered to them in
regards to their own families, even though a marriage could have easily connected the men in
charge to any number of their employees.

The Same Motherland: The victims list and the survivors list both indicate that many of
the people who worked at the factory came from Russia, if not another part of Eastern Europe,
just as Blanck and Harris had their own relationship to the area. This emphasizes that much of
the community within the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory was made up of family members who
shared a religion, and also people who shared the bond of coming from the same homeland. This
leads to speculations about what the social environment in the factory was like. It is very
possible that many of the beliefs and social norms present in the factory mirrored those of
Eastern European Jewry, such as the belief that women were suited to business and economics.
Coming from the same country also probably created a sense of understanding among the Jewish
factory workers. Perhaps they shared the trauma of the pogroms, or many of them had worked in
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garment factories in Russian cities before immigrating to the United States. Perhaps they shared
Zionist beliefs and talked of Israel as they sat at their sewing machines, or maybe they whispered
about socialism and Marx, bringing the radical thoughts from the Russian factories to those in
America. After all, some sources claim that most of the people who worked at the factory barely
spoke English, and so the old country thoughts and ways may have been prevalent in their daily
lives at the factory not only in manner and belief, but also in language.179 While this may have
created camaraderie among the Jewish women, we know that this language history proved to be
an alienating factor for many of the Italian immigrants, who did not share in understanding the
same languages as the Jewish women. Management used the Jewish women’s cultural and
language-based sense of community to create further animosity between them and the Italian
women, seeking to destroy any sense of camaraderie in the workplace.
The types of Jewesses from The American Jewess could be helpful in understanding what
sort of environment existed among the many young Jewish women working at the factory. From
the victims list, it is evident that almost all of the 146 employees who died in the fire were
immigrants. This means that they were “Ghetto Jewesses,” supporting the speculation that they
brought with them the ways of the old country, and were possibly more averse to assimilating
into American society. This also reinforces the fact that the women in the factory often were not
speaking English, instead relying on Russian or Yiddish. While it may be true that not all
“Ghetto Jewessess” were against assimilation, it is still likely that they were probably less
assimilated than the American-born and American Jewesses. This would have made the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory a particularly congruous space for Eastern European Jewish immigrant
women in that they were largely surrounded by peers regarding their classification of Jewess,

179

“NEWSPAPER AND MAGAZINE ARTICLES:141 Men and Girls Die in Waist Factory Fire,” The 1911
Triangle Factory Fire, Cornell University Library.

95

rather than frequently intermingling with more assimilated women who were born in the United
States.
If Flecher’s characterization of Harris’s wife was correct, then that means that she would
also have fallen under this category of “Ghetto Jewess” because of her old country language and
ways. This close association with a woman who fell under these same categories as the workers
at Triangle suggests that Blanck and Harris did not necessarily have an issue with “Ghetto
Jewesses.” If this is true, then that means that Blanck and Harris’s lack of respect for their
employees did not stem from some sort of disdain for a failure to assimilate. This further
emphasizes how alike management and their families were to those that employed, and yet they
still somehow found justification for their negative attitudes and dehumanization of the workers.
Overall, the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory workers and its management were a part of a
community with many shared experiences. Some of them belonged to the same families,
working alongside their siblings. The majority of the workers and management shared a Jewish
identity, in addition to their identities as Eastern European immigrants. These shared experiences
emphasize that the workers of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory and its management were a part of
the Jewish community, and that they made up a miniature community of their own in their work
environment. However, somehow these commonalities were not enough to make Blanck and
Harris see their employees as equals, or even human beings deserving of respect.

Leadership Attitudes Towards Factory Employees
Perhaps Blanck and Harris were largely driven by monetary motivations, and that is what
they used to justify their behavior. Rather than looking at the employees as whole people, not
unlike themselves, the owners of the factory seemed to see them more as vessels through which
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they could make profits. Joseph Flecher, an office manager who survived the fire, remembered
one of the owners, Max Blanck:
Blank was more or less of a diplomat. He was thinking always about making material,
financial and moral advances. He was thinking of creating new factories and getting more
business. He was a family man with 3 sons. To advance financially, expenses for
entertaining and bribing the field of customers was without a limit. We have seen samples
of such gifts to big buyers of department stores or specialty stores that a millionaire
cannot afford. That's the reason they progressed in finances and in management. This is
what made the Triangle Waist Company. And yet, pertaining to rules of the factory - they
were as stingy as you can make it. You just could not get a raise. They had three, four
hundred machines. One good operator would be allowed to take to have 6 machines and
take on 6 learners -greenhorns to learn at $2.50 a week. Consenctly, when they finally
managed to make $5-6 after 3 or 4 months- that was it - all the benefits went to Harris
and Blank.180
Joseph Flecher’s recollection of Blanck implied that he was an extremely financially motivated
person. He seemed to care about the higher class people—the stores buying their products, even
though he had much in common with his employees. Blanck was willing to spend money where
he thought it would make him more money, but his attitude differed strongly when it came to his
workers, preferring to pay them as little as possible in order to gain a greater profit for himself.
He was also a gambler, and frequented the tracks after spending half the day at the shop. In
comparison to Harris, Flecher saw Blanck as the more human of the two owners. This is
concerning, considering that Blanck seemed to care little for his fellow Jewish people whom he
employed, and Harris was supposedly even worse than that.
Flecher also commented on what he remembered of Isaac Harris. Unlike Blanck, Harris
did work with customers. Instead, “Harris used to deal with the workers. Was very strict. Never
had a smile. Yet he was always looking at the gals. He'd stop by the one and say: ‘I'll see you
after the office hours.’”181 From this characterization of Harris, he was probably sexist. His
position as the owner of the factory gave him a lot of power over his employees, who depended
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upon his good favor to stay employed and continue to receive wages. If Harris told a young
woman working in the shop that he would see her after office hours, her choices were probably
either: see Harris and be forced into unconsensual sex, or refuse to see Harris and find
themselves fired or missing some of their wages. While it is possible that perhaps Harris was
actually having an affair with a worker, the power dynamic still created a situation where the
woman would not have had the ability to freely consent. This implies that Harris was aware of
the power that he held over the young women working in the factory, and also that he liked to
use his power to control the women. Despite the fact that his own wife was an immigrant Jewish
woman like many of his employees, Harris could not bring himself to respect these women.
Blanck and Harris’s values can also be inferred based upon who they chose to hire and
represent them within the factory. For example, the manager, Samuel Bernstein, was probably
hired because he was related to both of the owners, but also perhaps, because he shared beliefs
with the owners about how the factory should be run. Bernstein, like Blanck and Harris, looked
down upon the workers even though he had Jewish immigrant family members who were like
them. Mary Domsky-Abrams did not think well of Samuel Bernstein, she described him as such:
He was a short person, with broad shoulders and piercing eyes. He always had a cynical
smile on his face. He was strict and unscrupulous with the workers. But I must admit he
was very clever, and very apt for his job. When he would see a group of us in
conversation, he would sidle over, calmly, with the cynical smile on his face, on the
chance that he might be able to pick up a word or two of what we were saying. Of course,
as soon as we saw him approach, we would immediately change the subject and start
talking about theater, concerts, opera, etc.182
Bernstein’s “strict and unscrupulous” manners with the workers mirror the attitude of Isaac
Harris when it came to dealing with the factory employees. It seems as though Mary saw
Bernstein as the sort of person who was looking for something that he could use as an excuse to
punish the workers. He intimidated the employees, and knew that his presence alone could scare
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them into getting back to work. Bernstein behaved in this way, treating the workers as lesser than
himself even though he was not so different from them. Since many of the factory employees
probably did not speak English very well, he may have been overhearing their conversation in
Yiddish, only being able to understand these women because of their shared history as Jewish
people. Despite these commonalities, he still used his power over the women to intimidate them.
On the day of the fire, when Mary left her work five minutes early so that she could get ready to
leave, he threatened that he would fire her if she did not return to her machine. Mary disobeyed
him, and consequently lived, while Esther listened to him and perished in the flames.
According to Mary, Bernstein also did not seem to value the employees as human beings
equal to himself. She recalled him saying, “It is a remarkable thing! We're living in such
wonderful times! When did workers ever know about theaters and concerts? And now--they
occupy almost all the seats at performances…,” to which Mary and her friends replied,
“Mr.Bonstein [sic], the workers are more entitled to enjoy these than the bosses are.”183 From
Mary’s perspective, it seems as though Bernstein did not see the workers as whole people, who
did more than just sit at sewing machines all day. The thought of these women going out for
entertainment was surprising to him. It is clear from this information that he saw them as very
different from himself, despite them sharing a religion and a cultural experience.
From this information, Samuel Bernstein could be characterized as a mean-spirited, or at
least clueless man, who treated his workers as lesser than him, probably because of their gender
and class. He liked having power, and he liked using it. When looking at his responses regarding
the fire, though, the characterization of Samuel Bernstein is not so clear. In an account from
Mary, Samuel Bernstein seemed not to care at all whether his employees lived or died: “As he
came near us on that fateful day, one girl asked him, "Mr. Bonstein [sic], why is there no water in
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the buckets? In case of a fire, there would be nothing with which to fight it," He became enraged
at our group of price committee members, and with inhuman anger replied: ‘If you'll burn,
there'll be something to put out the fire.’”184 However, Bernstein lost at least one family member
himself in the fire. He also exhibited a clear valuation of human life in his workers when he
saved a forelady named Lucy by carrying her to the roof.185 This implies that he was not an
entirely heartless, inhumane person, who did not care whether the workers lived or died.
However, he did still exhibit both classism and sexism in his dealings with his workers. Perhaps
Bernstein’s similarities to the people he employed drove him to take action during the fire, or
perhaps it was just a burst of simple human decency.
From these characterizations of Blanck, Harris, and Bernstein, it is clear that they did not
value their employees as the dynamic, complex individuals that they were. These men evidently
had similar experiences to many of the Jewish employees due to their shared religion and
cultural background, yet this did not impact their behavior towards their employees, choosing to
look down upon them rather than see them as brethren. The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory was
mostly a Jewish space made up of a Jewish community, and the owners ran the factory as such—
employees were even given the Jewish Sabbath off, starting their work week on Sundays.186
However, this acknowledgment of the connection between the owners and their employees did
not extend much further, which is clear from the evidence above.
This failure to listen to and acknowledge the humanity that factory owners shared with
their workers was not uncommon at the time, exemplifying the need for and activism within the
garment industry. The social stratification between German and Russian Jews not being
applicable to their relationship to their employees, Blanck and Harris turned to other means of
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disrespecting and discriminating against them, such as sexism and classism. Factory owners’
capitalistic focus on economic exploitation and their failure to listen to the cries of their
employees ultimately led to the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire. In the aftermath of this fire,
workers were that much more inspired to lead further strikes and reform attempts among Jewish
women in early twentieth-century New York City

Activism and Power Dynamics in the Aftermath of the Fire:
After the fire, the ILGWU rallied to form relief plans for those who survived the fire, as
well as the families of those who were not quite so lucky. Representatives from the WTUL, as
well as some progressive Jewish organizations, came together to form the Joint Relief
Committee that would also work on aiding those affected by the fire.187 Committees proved to be
a powerful vehicle for reform in this period after the fire, often being the ones responsible for
refining the fire codes and creating a safer environment for laborers. It was essential to use
whatever means would possibly give the people leverage against management at this time, as
they still maintained their power in spite of the tragedy they ultimately caused.
Soon after the fire, “On April 11, a grand jury indicted Harris and Blanck on seven
counts, charging them with manslaughter in the second degree under section 80 of the Labor
Code, which mandated that doors should not be locked during working hours.”188 Despite the
testimonies of numerous survivors of the fire, the two factory owners managed to go free. They
paid seventy-five dollars per victim, as well as another twenty for locking the factory doors yet
again in 1913. The abysmally small size of these punishments illustrates why management so
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rarely listened to the laws in place to protect the workers—they were not reprimanded severely
enough to be deterred. Power made them arrogant and inconsiderate. Their position allowed
them to get away with life-threatening crimes like locking factory doors, meanwhile strikers
were physically beaten by police for protesting the factory’s law-breaking.
The people of New York were aware that management was too powerful, and that they
were too rarely held accountable for their actions. On April 1, 1911, the Sun. released an article
which detailed political reactions to the fire. Supported by organizations like the NYWTUL, men
and women gathered to protest the myriad of conditions that allowed for the fire to happen.
Some women expressed frustration with power dynamics, and how they made it so impossible to
see reforms brought about against giants like the Triangle Waist Company. For example, “Mrs.
Jessie Ashley, who presided, said that women were under a handicap in the case of calamities
like this fire. They could not punish the administrators of the law at the polls who failed to
administer the laws. Mrs. Mary Beers spoke to the same effect….”189 This quote acknowledges
that the people of New York wanted to see reforms, and they put in the effort to enact change,
but it was still extremely difficult to see those efforts come to fruition.
One answer to solving the issue of power dynamics preventing change, was to blame
elections. The legislation that was meant to protect workers existed, yet the factory owners did
not follow the legislation because it was not enforced. Looking towards incapable legislators as
the problem:
Dr. Anna Howard Shaw blamed the people for electing persons to office who did not
administer the laws and scored the men who are opposed to giving suffrage to women.
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Regarding the invalidating of the Wainwright compulsory compensation act by the Court
of Appeals she said:
“If it is not constitutional to protect the workers of the country then we’ve got to smash
the Constitution and make another.”190
This statement exemplifies the frustration of New York City’s people, who knew that justice was
not being carried out. The assertion that the people could see that justice if they elected the right
officials, suggests that, even at such a low, perhaps there was still quite a lot of hope that the
United States had the right systems in place in order to create a safer working environment for its
laborers. In this perspective, the constitution should provide the guidance needed to make those
changes, and if it did not, then it was not the right document for the country.
Ultimately, it is clear that the people needed more power in order to stand up to
management like Blanck and Harris and actually see reforms take place. Another potential
solution to this issue of power was that, “resolutions were passed demanding legislation which
would give votes to women. Copies of the resolution were ordered sent to every member of the
Legislature. It was also resolved that the Governor be asked to appoint a commission of which at
least one-half shall be women to frame a bill for efficient fire protection.”191 In giving women the
vote, they would have more power because then they would actually have a choice in elections.
This would then give them that essential choice in determining whether the elected legislators
would be people who would uphold labor laws in the face of powerful individuals like Blanck
and Harris. Through this sort of advocacy, it is evident that the aftermath of the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory Fire directed many people towards women's suffrage as a potential solution to
finally overcoming management’s power.
Not only would adding women to the pool of voting citizens give the workers more
power, but so would partnering with those who had not previously contributed to the cause.
190
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During the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, workers rallied together to try to muster enough influence
to force management to make reforms. The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire exhibited that they
did not fully succeed, and thus, they needed even more influence. Partnering with lawyers,
engineers, and finally getting the government to help, allowed for the creation of committees that
conducted inspections, demanding that shops like Triangle would meet certain standards to
increase fire safety significantly.192 Organizations like the New York Factory Investigating
Commission, proved essential, writing numerous labor bills for adoption by the legislature.193
Now aware of how often legislation went unenforced, these new bills attempted to emphasize
who would be responsible for carrying out what was outlined in each bill. The New York Times
outlined the effects of two such bills in June of 1911:
Both of these bills provide that full power to execute all laws and ordinances bearing uon
[sic] fire protection, shall be placed in the hands of the head of the Fire Department. It
also provides for a Board of Survey, which shall sit upon all complaints of the Fire
Commissioner to remedy wha [sic] he considers dangerous conditions. This bord [sic]
shall be made up of one representative of the Fire Department and two builders or
architects of long standing. In the event of a finding by this board in favor of the Fire
Commissioner, the finder shall go to the Supreme Court for confirmation. Upon
confirmation an order shall isue [sic] from the court directing the Fire Commissioner to
put the building complained of in proper condition.
The division of the city into fire prevention inspection districts, the inaugura-tion of fire
drills by both the fire prevention inspectors and employers at regular intervals, under
penalty of fine, is also provided for, as are many other features calculated to reduce the
danger of loss of life through fires to the very lowest minimum possible through human
ingenuity and precaution. The Hoey-Sullivan bill contains very similar provisions, but is
strictly local to this city.194
The article identified groups, with power and authority, who would be given the tasks of holding
management responsible for complaints regarding fire safety. Steps such as this were important,
because it gave the immigrant workers another avenue through which to advocate for
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themselves. When they walked out and went on strike, workers lost their jobs and the factories
just hired the newest group of immigrants and moved on. The new legislation gave them a place
to voice their complaints where their complaints should inspire action. And, with the task of
having to face groups with more authority such as fire departments, management would ideally
have less of a choice in ignoring demands to increase fire safety. The article also mentioned other
methods of preventing loss of life due to fires, which inspectors would be expected to carry out.
It is clear that the fire prompted the city to create official systems for holding the powerful
management accountable, rather than entirely leaving the workers to fend for themselves.
Whether or not this was successful, the article claims that the city saw the fire as an important
lesson.
The fire ultimately caught the attention of powerful people whose aid was important to
actually carrying out the reforms that the strikers had advocated for years before the fire even
occurred. On March 26th, 1911, The New York Times released a multi-page article on the fire,
which included an interview with the Fire Chief. The interview proved revealing, exhibiting that
the strikers seemed to have finally found an outspoken ally among someone who could have
enough influence to stand up to shop management and win:
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This sort of allyship from people like Fire Chief Croker had potential to ensure that the reforms
actually occurred, as he was in the position of power to ensure that the legislation would be
carried out, especially since some of the new bills identified the Fire Department as being
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responsible for responding to complaints relevant to the conditions that allowed the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory Fire to happen. His allyship is also interesting because of the closeness of
police and fire departments as first responders and powerful influences in the city. While Croker,
in this article, exhibits sympathies for the workers, police had actively worked against them
during the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909. Women protesters often faced beatings from police for
advocating for the same things that Fire Chief Croker deemed necessary reforms. Croker’s
allyship was not a declaration of change in how the police would treat workers, but it is still
interesting to note that the workers could have a powerful ally in one set of first responders,
while having to actively fight against another.
The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire, in being the great failure of the unions, prompted
the people of New York City to examine what went wrong. The workers had gone on strike,
banded together to advocate for reforms. Their strength in numbers was powerful, but it was not
powerful enough to see change in all of the places that it needed to be seen. The fire exemplifies
that while the bond and strength of a community is essential to change, it is not always enough.
In the face of giants like Blanck and Harris, powerful allyship is what helped to make the
advocacy for reform turn into tangible changes.

The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire and the Women’s Movement
In looking at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire from the lens of power, it is important
to consider that thousands of the people who were impacted by the unsafe working conditions in
the garment industry had little to no legislative power. The Shirtwaist Strike of 1909 was a
beacon of hope because it showed that so many women could band together for the sake of a
cause. Even without having voting power at the time, these women still had enough of an
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influence that they were able to get the Rosen Brothers to settle. However, they needed more of
an influence to see the necessary reforms take place in every shop. With one of the key issues
being that the legislation was not enforced, it was essential to be able to elect officials who
would change that, yet the women strikers could not vote for those officials. In this way, the
aftermath of the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire helped to emphasize the importance of women’s
suffrage.
Unions that were involved in protesting Triangle before the fire even occurred knew of
the strength that the women’s vote could bring to the movement. The Women’s Trade Union
League not only supported the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, but also advocated for women’s
suffrage, seeing it as important to giving women the ability to advocate for themselves. The
WTUL “believed that working women's problems were the direct result of female oppression.” 196
If they were able to vote, then women could elect to make changes that would benefit them. The
leaders of the WTUL saw the value in supporting the strike, as they “viewed the strike as a
powerful expression of the women’s rights movement and used it as a platform to advance their
demands for government oversight of industrial problems.”197 In the aftermath of the fire only a
year later, the role of women’s suffrage in labor rights became ever more present, as they realized
that electing officials who would enforce legislation was an important step in ensuring that
reforms came about and stayed in place. Thus the fire was not only important to labor reform
history, but also in helping to spur the need for women’s suffrage among laborers.
While women’s suffrage was a goal of the WTUL, it proved to be a dividing factor for
the ILGWU. Nearing the achievement of women’s suffrage in 1919, women in the ILGWU
began to question why a women’s union did not have any female officers. The union then faced
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so much political infighting that it weakened considerably until the 1930s.198 In this period after
the fire, Jewish women leaders of the labor movement found themselves in changing positions
too. Clara Lemlich, whose famous speech prompted the Uprising of the 20,000 that would help
to solidify the ILGWU, moved towards women’s suffrage herself. One of the reasons why she
made this change was because she was blacklisted from the labor industry due to her
involvement in the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909.199 However, Lemlich saw herself leaving the
women’s suffrage movement because “she was eventually fired from her position as organizer
for refusing to moderate her radical politics to fit the more conservative vision of most
middle-class suffragists.”200 Lemlich’s more radical viewpoints fueled her fellow Jewish women
who participated in the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, but when combined with the wealthier
suffragists, her methods were no longer so unifying.
Rose Schneiderman, on the other hand, was often more successful with middle-class
activists, as she spent much time associating with them through her work for the WTUL. Only
three years after the fire, Scheiderman left the WTUL in 1914 because she felt that they were
both antisemitic and anti-socialist.201 Here we can see that, like Lemlich, Schneiderman may also
have felt more comfortable as an activist among like-minded Eastern European Jewish women
who believed in the same methods of exacting reforms. Schneiderman turned to Lemlich’s
favored union, the ILGWU, but faced their frustrating political divide and left that union as well.
Like Lemlich, she eventually found herself in the women’s suffrage movement. Schneiderman
possessed a gift for maintaining the integrity of her activism while also cooperating with
198
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powerful individuals who could help to ensure that reforms took place. She continued to work
towards women’s suffrage, often focusing on issues such as wages and labor, and was a friend of
the Roosevelts, often lending them her thoughts and influencing politics.202
Lemlich and Schneiderman’s gravitation towards women’s suffrage seemed like a natural
progression of politics following their labor rights advocacy prior to and in the aftermath of the
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire. Working women had power in the unity as strikers, but they
could only change so much, as management held more power than them. As evidenced by
Triangle’s trickery, sometimes these women were powerful enough to secure a promise from
management that conditions would improve, only to then have management go back on their
word. In advocating for women’s suffrage, Jewish women workers were able to gain the power
to vote for officials who would have the power to force management to comply, and then even
run for office themselves. Looking through the lens of the Jewish community, the complexities
of relationships in shops like Triangle were revealed, and then solutions arose from the power of
community and the power of the vote.
Jewish women like Lemlich and Schneiderman were supported in their activism on
women’s rights by figures in the Jewish community like Rabbi Wise, who saw a relationship
between Judaism and women’s suffrage. Storch states that Rabbi Wise himself left other causes
for the sake of joining the suffragettes in their work, just as Lemlich and Schneiderman did.
Here, we have yet another figure who saw how essential it was for women to be able to vote, and
how that vote could mean significant, positive change in areas of workers’ rights. Storch states
that “To Wise, women’s right to vote was integral to their ability to improve the quality of their
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lives at work and in society more generally.”203 The vote would give them the power to elect
legislators who would ensure that legislation regarding worker safety was carried out.
Rabbi Wise also agreed with this sentiment in regards to the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire.
Storch argues that in Rabbi Wise’s mind, “no issue highlighted the tragedy of unprotected
women and women’s dependency more than the following year’s tragedy among the city’s
garment workers.”204 Storch then continues on to describe the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire,
stating that “the fire’s victims were mostly young female workers who had no legal safeguards or
contracted ability to demand safe working conditions and keep their jobs. Their preventable
deaths symbolized to many reformers the urgency of women’s inclusion in the nation’s political
life.”205 While Storch’s work largely relies on telling the opinions of a primary source, Rabbi
Wise, we can still see the agreement that early twentieth-century working women were in a
situation where they needed more power in order to see their demands met, and that said power
could come from the ability to vote.
To involve more secondary sources in this point, Greenwald also agrees with this idea of
the importance of legislative power in carrying out reforms. In his work on the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory, Greenwald emphasizes the role of the New York Factory Investigating
Commission, commonly referred to as the FIC. The FIC was “a legislative body that marked the
high point of New York’s reform efforts during the Progressive Era and embodied Protocolist
ideas of industrial democracy.”206 What was unique about the FIC in the wake of the fire, in
comparison to other activist efforts, is that “the FIC transcended the Protocol by establishing a
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‘base’ for reform that rested on the state rather on private efforts.” 207 The FIC was then a part of
the state, rather than independent efforts like those of the ILGWU or the NYWTUL, but the FIC
then partnered with those unions. This partnership allowed workers in the FIC to “ally
themselves with the very same reform groups who had aided them in forming the Protocol.”208
Greenwald states that in the FIC, “their sheer numbers could influence outcomes,” but there is
also the fact that the FIC was ultimately a legislative body. Greenwald agrees with the
importance of community, in there being power in numbers.209 But, as we can see from the
Shirtwaist Strike of 1909, numbers alone were not enough, as the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory
Fire still occurred, despite all of their efforts.
While the FIC allowed union members to come together in even greater numbers, it is
also worth noting that this relationship between a legislative body and women’s unions created
an environment in which women held sway over legislation before they had succeeded in their
mission for women’s suffrage. The FIC, due to this relationship with women’s unions,
championed the protection of women and children working in factory settings, reforming issues
that the NYWTUL and the ILGWU had been focusing on for so long. For example, in the issue
of fire safety, “FIC recommendations led to laws dealing with inward-opening doors, locked
doors, blocked exits and aisles, fire drills, storage of combustibles in fireproof containers, and
timely removal of waste.”210 Here we can see that the FIC’s power, both from numbers and being
a legislative body, allowed for the creation of new protective laws, when the striking efforts of
unions could not convince legislators to do the same. The unity between the FIC and working
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women’s unions emphasizes the necessity of having legislative power in order to enact change,
especially for those who did not yet have that power through the ability to vote.
***
There is one discrepancy in my argument that I would like to discuss before ending this
chapter: the issue of Eastern European Jewish religion and culture as a unifying factor. I argue
that this shared history and way of life created a bond among Jewish women that helped to
facilitate a sense of community, which then gave them the strength to have more power in their
advocacy for their rights. However, there is also the issue of factory management sharing that
same history with their workers, yet, their Judaism does not prove to be a unifying factor that
creates sympathy between management and the employee. Here, I believe that this is because,
while shared Judaism could create the foundation for building a sense of camaraderie, whether or
not individuals leaned into that possibility was an issue of personal choice, rather than something
that just occurred naturally due to a shared background. Jewish management and Jewish
employees would have needed to have the desire to unify based upon this shared aspect of their
lives if they were to actually establish camaraderie between them. Instead, management leaned
into their differences, driving barriers between themselves and the employees. This is exhibited
by Bernstein’s shock at the workers going to the theater—he saw them as so unlike him that they
should not have been able to enjoy the same entertainment. Bernstein could have taken this
shared experience to build relationships, asking the workers what they have seen at the theater,
and bonding over similar favorites. Instead, Bernstein chose to dismiss the fact that workers even
went to the theater and enjoyed the same pastime as him.
We can see examples of the choice to lean into unifying factors in the works of Ruiz and
Guglielmo, who both discuss instances of community among working women. Ruiz shares a
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quote from anthropologist Louise Lamphere on the complexities of both formal and informal
aspects of community building among working women, stating:
The formation of a work culture involves a complex set of relationships between cultural
meanings and ideology on the one hand and behavioral strategies or practices on the
other. It also involves both management policies and workers' responses to those tactics
and strategies.211
Here, we can see that there are a multitude of factors that contribute to whether or not one has the
foundation to create that feeling of community at work, or work culture, and that these factors
engage in a complex variety of ways. Ruiz suggests that work culture requires the addition of
“women’s culture” in the cases of women’s work culture because of the ways in which being a
woman can provide an opportunity to build camaraderie with other women. This is because there
are “gender-specific concerns and aspirations that contributed to and shaped the nature of
women's interactions on the line.”212 For example, “Swapping recipes and gossiping about film
stars may seem trivial but such activities facilitated communication among women of diverse
ethnic groups.”213 This statement shows that there were bonding factors that women actively
leaned into in order to establish the camaraderie that allowed them to come together in their
advocacy. Just as in the example I referred to in a previous chapter about sharing cold cream to
heal each other’s skin when it became irritated from peach fuzz, there was a choice to share that
cream, that then led to the camaraderie. The same thing is true of swapping recipes and gossiping
about film stars. Enjoying the same pastimes or sharing the experience of irritated skin can be a
bonding factor, but only when they choose to use such shared experiences to establish a bond.
Sharing cold cream was a choice, they did not have to empathize with each other and take care of
each other.
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We can see the power of conversation and common kitchen gossip in Guglielmo’s writing
on immigrant Italian women as well. She writes that, similar to the Mexican women in the
canneries, Italian women often “found jobs through family and friends and worked in factories
located within or near their neighborhoods,” thus “the workplace was an important place where
women built a sense of community.”214 One of the ways that they built community involved
humming a tune together, even in workplaces where singing and talking were prohibited.
Guglielmo describes a situation in which one woman begins a tune and then those around her
pick it up, and that was a way that they relied on each other to pass the time as they worked. We
can see through the experiences of the Italian women, that like the Mexican women, they had
shared experiences that could build camaraderie, such as working alongside family or singing a
tune together at work. Just because those similarities existed, did not mean that the feeling of
community was suddenly there, instead, it was something that they chose to build upon together
in order to build camaraderie. These examples of sharing cold cream or humming a tune were
universal situations that could help women bond with other immigrant women at work, whether
they shared a language and history or not. Such situations could have allowed for cross-ethnic
solidarity at Triangle, and they also show other sorts of bonding factors that the Jewish women
may have relied upon, in addition to their Judaism, as they built camaraderie amongst
themselves.
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Conclusion
Here, we come to the conclusion of our journey in exploring the story of a community
and a factory within New York’s garment industry, while also theorizing about the power of
community and its role in labor activism. Through Esther’s story, the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909,
and the dynamics at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, we can see how being Jewish had such a
strong impact on the lives of the Jewish people who were a part of this moment in history. We
can also see how important it is to understand these communities because much of what these
people did in their labor activism was affected by their Judaism. While I only provided a glimpse
of what life was like for other immigrant groups, such as the Italians, we can also see how their
cultural identities informed their own experiences in the garment industry as well. I encourage
further storytelling, or at least further exploration of preexisting works, regarding these events
and other immigrant groups in order to better understand the nuances of the power of community
in exacting labor reform. My argument is not the only method of explaining labor reform, and
there is so much to learn about the dynamics of each community in the garment industry— my
special interest being how their culture informed their experiences.
This exploration is important because New York’s garment industry has so much to grasp
that I did not have time to cover myself. According to Nancy Foner, “Almost from its inception,
the New York garment industry has depended on immigrant labor. Irish, Swedes, and Germans
comprised the first flow, and later, by the turn of the century, Jews and Italians made up the
majority of the industry’s labor force.”215 Foner states that there were so many other groups who
were a part of the garment industry before the Eastern European Jews and Italians. These people
had their own impacts on the garment industry, which suggests that there were many other
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cultural experiences that informed why people behaved the way they did, beyond subjects like
Eastern European Jewish women’s aptitude for economic pursuits. Then, there is also the matter
of understanding how this history of the garment industry shaped the culture for those who
would arrive later. Foner states that “Black women from the South and Puerto Rican women
began to enter the apparel industry in the 1930s,” in response “to a growing shortage of
European immigrant labor,” which was “a consequence of restrictive immigration legislation in
the previous decade.”216 These newcomers faced a garment industry culture shaped by many
different groups before them, and then also added their own cultural experiences and
contributions to this portion of history. Here, we can see that there are so many layers to
understanding the role of community in the garment industry. These layers of impact would
continue to expand as “New immigrants were drawn into the labor vacuum. They included
Chinese, Domincans, Colombians, Haitians, Central Americans, and Ecuadorians.” 217 Foner’s
book only covers garment industry history up until 1987, but the point is clear that the Jewish
community is just one focal point through which we can try to understand the role of community
in the garment industry. There are so many more community dynamics, and their impacts on
their own periods of labor history, to comprehend.
***
The reason behind my research, discovering the impacts of Jewish community on a
period in history, came from my own awareness of how being a Jewish woman has had such an
impact on the way I see the world. One of my favorite books is Pride and Prejudice, and I used
to wonder what my life would have been like if I could have been Elizabeth Bennet, who is the
protagonist of the novel. However, if I were actually Elizabeth Bennet, my life would have been
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entirely different because this book takes place circa its publication in 1813 and I am Jewish.
Being Jewish would have had a massive impact on the plot of the story. If she were Jewish,
Elizabeth would probably not have been able to marry Mr. Darcy because he was not Jewish.
Additionally, Elizabeth probably would have socialized with different friends and gone to
entirely different dances than those where she encountered Mr. Darcy because Judaism impacted
one’s social sphere, and the social sphere of the original novel was not a Jewish one.
Although Elizabeth Bennet was not a real person, wanting to be her—and realizing that
my religion made it so that I would never have been able to—made me want to find someone
like her who was Jewish. I wanted to know more about strong, intelligent Jewish women in
history, so that I could know more about where I come from and who I could have been if I lived
in another time. In my research, I came across information that suggested that much of the
leadership in early twentieth century garment industry activism came from Jewish women, but
why Jewish women in particular? I wanted to know how their Judaism impacted their activism,
which led me to the understanding of community and power dynamics that I now possess. This
all began because I wanted to find Jewish women in history to look to and admire like Elizabeth
Bennet, and now I have found dozens. I have learned so much more than my sixteen year old self
had ever hoped to when I picked up my first book on Jewish history of my own volition.
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